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 The purpose of this study was to explore perceptions of adult English-language 
learners’ life transitions and identity construction resulting from their experience in noncredit 
(ESL) programs offered at a community college.  Two research questions guided this study:  
(1) How do adult English-language learners perceive the role of ESL programs in their 
identity construction?  (2) How do adult English-language learners perceive the role of ESL 
programs in their life transitions?  Twenty-four intermediate and advanced ESL students 
participated in this study, and the basic interpretive qualitative research method was used to 
understand their perspectives.  Interviews were the means of data collection.   
 Three major themes and numerous subthemes emerged from the interviews and were 
organized into three parts.  Findings in Part I:  “I Have a Lot of Confidence in Myself”:  
English Learning and Identity Development, uncovered how adult English-language learners 
changed their self-perceptions as they became more confident, which, in turn, helped them 
become part of a community and independent from others.  Developing self-confidence 





Percent”:  English Learning and Life Transitions, revealed participants’ perceptions of their 
life changes after starting to attend noncredit ESL classes at a community college.  Many of 
them were able to change a job to a better one or find a job.  They also became aware of new 
opportunities and possibilities in their lives.  Part III:  “It’s Just Good Atmosphere”:  
Response to Adult English Learners’ Needs, presented participants’ reflections on how their 
needs were being met in a noncredit ESL program at a community college.  They discussed 
their experiences in terms of ESL teachers, ways of learning English in the classroom, and the 
program’s response to their needs.  Subsequently, they presented ideas about desired 
characteristics of ESL teachers, preferred ways of learning, and improvements to the program 
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I have been teaching English as a second language to adult English-language learners 
at a community college for seven years.  Sharing my knowledge of English with speakers of 
other languages has always been my priority because of my personal and professional 
background.   
Similar to my participants, English is my second language, and also similar to them, I 
had the experience of coming to the United States and taking ESL courses at a community 
college.  Similar to the majority of my participants, when I came to the United States, I did 
not speak any English and enrolled in ESL classes at a community college.  After one 
semester, I moved from Level 1 to Level 5.  I attended the ESL classes for one more semester 
until I finished Level 6, which was the last ESL level course at the community college that I 
attended.   
Simultaneously, my personal experience of learning English at the community college 
differs significantly from the majority of my participants as I took only three ESL classes and 
spend a lot of time studying English on my own, which allowed me to move quickly through 
the ESL program.  Also, contrary to many of my study’s participants, I had a specific 
educational goal in my mind that I wanted to reach, and I devoted a lot of time outside the 
classroom to develop my English skills.  For these reasons, I did not perceive attending ESL 
courses as a life-changing experience; however, I definitely think that attending noncredit 
ESL courses at a community college helped me improve my English skills.   
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Nonetheless, similar to my participants, I recall having an encouraging teacher who 
influenced profoundly how I perceived myself as an English learner.  I will always remember 
Mr. Lichtenstein as someone who believed in my educational abilities even though I was at 
the very first stage of learning English.  Especially memorable I found receiving a certificate 
of completion of Level 5 along with a letter Mr. Lichtenstein wrote to me.  In this letter, he 
wrote his impressions about me as a learner:  “You have a strong intellectual curiosity – I can 
tell.  That’s good, because it enables you soak up knowledge like a sponge.  …  KEEP 
WRITING! (You’re good at it).”  These few words had a profound influence on me at that 
time as I felt very insecure about myself as a learner because of my beginning English skills.  
Also, these words of acknowledgment and encouragement made me believe in myself and my 
capabilities of achieving my educational goals.  I consider the letter as the most memorable 
experience during my ESL education, and I am very grateful to Mr. Lichtenstein for it until 
this day.     
As I continued to reflect on the differences between my participants and myself, as 
indicated above, from the beginning of my post-secondary education (I had a bachelor’s 
degree in teaching German as foreign language), my dream and goal was to get a master’s 
degree.  My initial goal was to get a master’s degree in German.  However, my goal changed 
as I had immersed myself in English.  I was fascinated by the language and American culture, 
and therefore, I decided to pursue a master’s degree in linguistics, but this time, in teaching 
ESL.  The linguistic studies at the master’s-degree level caused me to fall in love with English 
even more, and again I started to dream of enrolling in a doctoral program so I could deepen 
my professional knowledge about adult learning and simultaneously stay in touch with 
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academic English.  Because I spent much more time pursuing undergraduate and graduate 
degrees than attending ESL courses (only three), I perceive my experiences in these programs 
as contributing most to my identity development.   
Developing my English skills has significantly influenced the way I started viewing 
myself in the American society.  At the beginning, I felt completely lost and perceived myself 
as a total stranger.  Nonetheless, as the time went by and I kept improving my English skills, I 
started feeling better and better.  All of this caused me to quickly integrate into American 
society and become a part of it.  So, similar to my participants, improving my English skills 
has positively contributed to my identity construction as I started to feel better about myself as 
an individual and a member of American society.  In addition to feeling better about myself, I 
could also pursue my educational goals as I received my associate’s degree, and later, a 
master’s degree.  Consequently, getting a master’s degree in linguistics with concentration in 
ESL allowed me to start my career in teaching ESL.  So, similar to my participants, I was able 
to make changes in my life as I could find a job that I perceived as interesting and giving me 
satisfaction.  
Simultaneously, I must admit, although I feel quite comfortable using English, it will 
always remain my second language, and there will be always a difference using English 
compared to my native Polish.  Nonetheless, having developed my English skills to the extent 
that I can teach it and pursue an advanced degree makes me feel good about my English skills 
and myself.  In addition, improving my English skills while expanding my educational and 
professional knowledge has always been important to me and directly influenced how I felt 
about myself as a person and professional.   
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All in all, since I came to the United States, I have always been very enthusiastic about 
learning English, and therefore, I enjoy sharing my personal and professional knowledge 
about learning English with my students.  Being able to help adult English-language learners 
develop their English skills and see them improve and succeed makes me very happy and 
causes me to feel good about myself as an educator.  Because of my professional interests, 
and because I want to perform my job as well as possible and make my classes as engaging 
and meaningful as possible, I wanted to learn about adult English-language learners more.  I 
wanted to find out how they viewed the role of an ESL program at a community college in 
their lives and how I, as an ESL instructor, could touch their lives and make their learning 





The number of foreign-born residents in the United States in 2009 comprised 12.5% of 
the United States population (U.S. Census Bureau, 2010).  The majority of foreign-born 
individuals come from countries where English is not commonly spoken.  Not surprisingly, 
they face difficulties in communicating in English upon arrival in the United States.  In order 
to alleviate these communication problems, the U.S. Department of Education, supported by 
the Office of Vocational and Adult Education, offers speakers of other languages an 
opportunity to learn and practice nonacademic English as a second language (ESL).  State and 
federally funded adult basic education programs offer life skills or general ESL classes, 
family literacy programs, English literacy (EL)/civics programs, vocational ESL programs, 
and workplace ESL classes in community colleges or community-based organizations 
(Crandall & Sheppard, 2004; Orem, 2000, 2005).  
In most communities through the United States, the community college is the largest 
provider of adult ESL services (Chisman & Crandall, 2007).  ESL programs at community 
colleges allow adult English learners to develop basic conversational skills, prepare them for 
transfer to adult and higher education classes (Kuo, 1999), and help them achieve goals 
related to job and family (Parrish & Johnson, 2010).  At most community colleges, adult 
education ESL services are noncredit programs.  This distinguishes them from the credit ESL 
programs that prepare adult ESL learners for academic and vocational programs found at 
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colleges and universities (Chisman & Crandall, 2007).  In addition, noncredit ESL services 
are free, and they teach major English-language skills such as speaking, listening, reading, 
and writing (Chisman & Crandall, 2007). 
Nevertheless, participation in adult ESL programs at community colleges is 
characterized by low student persistence, achievement problems, and transition rates 
(Chisman & Crandall, 2007).  The longitudinal research report, “Passing the Torch: Strategies 
for Innovation in Community College ESL” (Chisman & Crandall, 2007), reports on a two-
year-long study of five well-performing community colleges in various states in the United 
States (Massachusetts, California, Illinois, Florida, and Washington) and identifies three 
major areas that need improvement:  “1) increasing learning gains and the rate of learning, 2) 
increasing transitions to credit academic and vocational programs, and 3) ensuring the quality 
of faculty” (p. 19).  According to the U.S. Department of Education (2012), supported by the 
Office of Vocational and Adult Education, adult English-language learners who enrolled in 
credit academic or vocational programs contributed to only 10%-15% of all learners who 
enrolled in credit ESL courses.  
There might be multiple reasons that hinder adult English-language learners from 
transitioning to further education such as credit ESL courses or postsecondary education 
(Parrish & Johnson, 2010; Rance-Roney, 1995).  Curricular differences in regard to purpose, 
content, and context have been identified as major obstacles that prevent adult English-
language learners attending ESL courses from successfully transferring to credit ESL courses 
and other content-area studies (Rance-Roney, 1995).  Nevertheless, although learning gains 
and transition rates of adult English-language learners remain unsatisfactory (Chisman & 
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Crandall, 2007), attending ESL classes and completing the courses are beneficial to adult 
learners’ English-language skills, whether they are being acquired for work, academic 
purposes, or other purposes (Chisman & Crandall, 2007; Gonzalez, 2000). 
No matter what the reasons are for furthering education, when an adult returns to 
school, he or she is defined as in a transition (Schlossberg, Lynch, & Chickering, 1989).  
Schlossberg (1981) posits that a transition occurs “if an event or nonevent results in a change 
in assumptions about oneself and the world and thus requires a corresponding change in one’s 
behavior and relationships” (p. 5).  Some examples of transitions include major life changes 
such as high school graduation, starting a new job, marriage, birth of a new child, 
bereavement, etc., as well as less obvious anticipated events such as a job promotion 
(Goodman, Schlossberg, & Anderson, 2006).  Consequently, transitions affect emotional, 
physical, and mental functioning influencing life roles and self-image as they might be 
beneficial for psychological growth; however, simultaneously, they may lead to psychological 
decline (Bloch & Richmond, 1998). 
No matter how good or bad the transition is, it pervades an individual’s life 
(Schlossberg et al., 1989).  As one’s life changes, so does his/her identity (Schlossberg et al., 
1989) as one asks himself/herself the question of, “Who am I?” (Goodman et al., 2006, p. 98).  
Adult learners’ former identity before entering educational activities no longer fits as 
education is perceived as a means that leads to finding a new identity (Schlossberg et al., 
1989).  Establishing a new identity contributes to human development and change as an 
individual develops competence and manages emotions and autonomy (Schlossberg et al., 
1989).  Moreover, developing a new identity allows an individual to clarify physical needs 
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and characteristics, behavior, and confidence that is reflected by others’ perceptions of the 
individual (Schlossberg et al., 1989).  
Norton (2000) most directly addresses identity and identity changes in adult English-
language learners when investigating the relationship among investment, identity, and 
language learning when conducting a longitudinal study with women immigrants in Canada.  
As the notion of investment encompasses the relationship between language and identity, it 
presumes that when language learners speak the language with target-language speakers, they 
constantly organize and reorganize a sense of who they are and how they relate to the world 
around them.  Consequently, the language learner is characterized by having a complex 
identity that changes across time and space (Norton, 1998).  
Using Norton’s (2000) notion of identity that is constantly changing as it is negotiated 
through “day-to-day interaction” (p. 5), Lee (2008) investigated how classroom discourse in a 
postsecondary ESL program in Canada influenced creating, negotiating, and contesting 
students’ identities in the classroom and outside of it.  Gordon (2004) examines how Lao 
women and men redefined and restructured their gendered identities as they learned English 
and how English learning influenced and was influenced by the change of their identities.   
In summary, although there are studies that investigate adult English-language 
learners’ identity construction resulting from participation in noncredit ESL programs at a 
community college, their number is quite limited, and there are no studies that concentrate on 
life transitions of this particular population.  Furthermore, no studies incorporate all aspects of 
this particular investigation that include English-language learners’ life transitions as well as 
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their identity construction resulting from their experience in a noncredit program at a 




There is substantial lack of research on the degree to which noncredit ESL courses 
offered by community colleges provide adult English learners with skills that help them make 
life transitions and contribute to learners’ identity construction.  Although adult English-
language learners comprise 45% of adult state-administered education programs (U.S. 
Department of Education, Office of Vocational and Adult Education, 2006), unfortunately, 
the population in this particular setting still remains understudied (Mathews-Aydinli, 2008).  
Especially, there is a gap in the literature regarding life transitions as well as identity 
construction of adult English-language learners attending noncredit community college ESL 
courses.  Most of the articles describe adult English-language learners’ experiences in 
noncredit ESL programs offered at community colleges and concentrate on a single aspect of 
learning ESL, such as motivation, learning content, learning strategies/styles, learners’ needs, 
etc.   
Furthermore, as indicated by the U.S. Department of Education (2012), learning gains 
and transition rates of adult English-language learners to credit ESL courses and other content 
areas of study remain unsatisfactory.  Consequently, multiple reasons that hinder adult 
English-language learners from making learning and life transitions pose a question about 
adult English learners’ experiences in noncredit ESL programs offered at community colleges 





The purpose of this study was to explore perceptions of adult English-language 
learners’ life transitions and identity construction resulting from their experience in noncredit 





In order to explore perceptions of adult English learners as to their life transitions and 
identity construction resulting from experience in noncredit ESL programs offered at a 
community college, I proposed the following research questions: 
1. How do adult English-language learners perceive the role of ESL programs in their 
identity construction? 
2. How do adult English-language learners perceive the role of ESL programs in their 
life transitions? 
 
Significance of the Study 
 
 
This study is significant because it explores perceptions of adult English learners’ life 
transitions and identity construction resulting from their experience in a noncredit ESL 
program offered at a community college.  The results obtained in this study are significant for 
multiple reasons.  First, knowledge derived from this study contributes significantly to the 
literature on adult English-language learners as it provides invaluable information about 
insights on adult English-language learners’ perspectives on identity construction and life 
transitions resulting from their experience in a noncredit ESL program at a community 
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college.  The findings point to the role noncredit ESL programs play in adult English-
language learners’ lives as they influence identity construction and contribute to experiencing 
life transitions.  So far, little attention has been given in the literature on adult English learners 
to their perceptions of identity construction processes and/or their life transitions.   
Second, the findings of this study point to the importance of applying humanistic 
education principles (Elias & Merriam, 2005) to designing/administering adult ESL programs 
and teaching ESL to adult English-language learners.  As indicated by the participants, 
teaching ESL according to humanistic education principles makes learning English engaging 
and contributes to participants’ persistence, retention, and achievement.   
Third, the findings add to the literature on adult English-language learners’ barriers to 
participation and provide valuable insights into situational, institutional, and dispositional 
barriers that this particular population faces (Cross, 1981; MacKeracher, Suart, & Potter, 
2006; Spanard, 1990).  Consequently, they have implications for adult English-language 
learners’ program designers/administrators and educators as they suggest that taking into 
consideration learners’ needs and interests might improve learners’ persistence, retention, and 
achievement rates.  Simultaneously, the findings point to the crucial role that ESL educators 
play in the learning process of adult English-language learners.  Educators who apply 
humanistic education principles in and outside the classroom help adult English-language 








Because the concept of identity in language learning refers to a person’s understanding 
of his/her relationship to the world, how this relationship is formed across space and time, and 
how the person perceives his/her possibilities for the future (Norton, 2000), the learning 
context and language learners can be understood through the concept of identity theory (Stets, 
2006), a microsociological theory that explains “individuals’ role-related behavior” (Hogg, 
Terry, & White, 1995, p. 255).  Identity theory is one of three major theories, including the 
theory of investment and transition theory, that provide the conceptual framework for this 
study.  According to identity theory, an individual’s identity consists of many different selves 
that include role identities, social identities, and person identities (Stets, 2006).  All types of 
identities function in the same way as they are based on perceptual control and verification 
processes (Burke, 2004).  In addition, they are interconnected with one another and are 
simultaneously present and operating in an individual performing in various situations (Stets, 
2006).    
Furthermore, because learners’ interests and needs are relevant to the learning process 
(Carrasquillo, 1994; Dirkx, 1999; Holt, 1994), I also introduce the concept of investment 
theory (Norton Peirce, 1995; Norton, 2000), which captures the complex relationship between 
the socially and historically constructed relationship between the learner and the target 
language (Norton, 1998).  The theory of investment states that people’s identities are 
influenced by the constantly changing culture and contexts in which they live, and investment 
in language learning is shaped by multiple identities within a particular context (Norton, 
2000; Norton Peirce, 1995).   
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Finally, as this study investigates perceptions of adult English learners’ life transitions, 
transition theory (Schlossberg, 1981) that relates to educational experiences of adult learners 
is presented as another conceptual framework in which the study is grounded.  In addition, the 
concepts of humanistic education (Elias & Merriam, 2005) and barriers to participation 
(Cross, 1981; MacKeracher et al., 2006) are presented to understand better adult English-





Twenty-four intermediate and advanced ESL female and male students attending 
noncredit ESL classes at a community college participated in the study.  The participants were 
characterized by various countries of origin, including Mexico, Poland, Columbia, Brazil, and 
Palestine, and their ages ranged from 24 to 50.  Educational background of the participants 
was diverse, as it included elementary school, high school, a GED diploma, a GED diploma in 
progress, an associate’s degree, and bachelor and master’s degrees.  The participants also 
differed in types of occupations and jobs they performed, as they identified themselves as 
stay-at-home moms, unemployed, and full-time workers performing mostly blue-collar jobs.  
Moreover, the participants varied in the length of time they had been residing in the United 
States and attending ESL courses; the length of residence in the United States ranged from 1 
to 24 years and being an ESL student from one and a half to seven years.  
 
Definition of Terms 
 
 
The following terms are defined to clarify their use in this study: 
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 English-language learner:  An individual for whom English is not a native language 
and who may be enrolled in a program that is designed to improve his/her English-language 
competence. 
 Adult English-language learner:  An individual who is 18 or older who is enrolled in a 
program for English-language learners. 
 Language skills:  Skills needed to communicate with others, including listening, 
speaking, reading, and writing. 
 Perceptions:  How one understands, makes meaning, and interprets something. 
  
Layout of Chapters 
 
 
The first chapter of this dissertation introduces the study; indicates its focus; and 
points at the problem background, its purpose, research questions, and rationale to investigate 
it.  Also, it presents the conceptual framework used to understand theoretical foundations for 
English-language learning.  The second chapter discusses in greater detail the conceptual 
framework in which this study is grounded and presents literature related to adult English-
language learning.  Chapter 3 details the methodology used to examine research questions 
investigated in this study and discusses the study’s research design, sample selection, data- 
collection and analysis procedures, validity and reliability, and the researcher’s 
orientation/bias.  Chapter 4 describes research findings and is divided into three parts.  Part I:  
“I Have a Lot of Confidence in Myself”:  English Learning and Identity Development, 
describes changes in students’ self-perceptions after starting to attend ESL classes at 
Midwestern Community College (MWCC) (a pseudonym).  Part II:  “I Changed My Life Like 
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100 Percent”:  English Learning and Life Transitions, presents perceptions of life changes that 
took place in participants’ lives as they became ESL students.  Part III:  “It’s Just Good 
Atmosphere”:  Response to Adult English Learners’ Needs, depicts participants’ reflections 
on how their needs were being met at MWCC.  Finally, Chapter 5 presents conclusions drawn 
from the study and discusses the study’s findings and existing literature, implications for adult 
English-language learning and teaching, areas for future studies, and final thoughts.  
  
CHAPTER 2 
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 
 
 
The literature review chapter for this study is divided into four sections.  The first 
section presents the theoretical foundations for English-language learning and discusses 
identity theory (microsociological theory) and investment theory.  The second section 
delineates adult English learners’ investment (Butcher & Townsend, 2006; De Costa, 2010; 
Lee, 2008; Menard-Warwick, 2004, 2005, 2006; Norton, 2000; Skilton-Sylvester, 2002; 
Warhol, 2004), and the third section delineates their motivation (Bernat, 2004; Cooke, 2006; 
Hubenthal, 2004; Magro, 2008; Noels, 2001; Noels, Pelletier, Clement, & Vallerand, 2000).  
Identity construction resulting from the experience of attending noncredit ESL courses 
interweaves throughout the literature on investment and motivation.  Gordon (2004) 
investigated explicitly the relationship between identity changes and second-language 
socialization of Lao women and men immigrants.  The fourth section examines adult English-
language learners’ experiences in noncredit ESL courses at a community college.  In addition, 
this section features the concepts of transition theory, another theoretical framework, along 
with humanistic education principles, adult learners’ barriers to participation, and a better 
understanding of adult English-language learners’ experiences.       
Because there is lack of research that investigates explicitly perceptions of adult 
English-language learners’ as to their life transitions resulting from the experience of 
attending noncredit ESL courses at a community college, the majority of the research 
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presented in this section addresses implicitly experiences that relate to life transitions.  A 
longitudinal study conducted by Razfar and Simon (2011) with Latino students attending 
community-college credit ESL courses and their transitions to postsecondary education is 
described.  Also, research that addresses learners’ experiences in ESL programs and discusses 
learners’ perceptions of life transitions is presented (Buttaro, 2001; King, 2000; Menard-
Warwick, 2008; Warriner; 2010; Zacharakis, Steichen, Diaz de Sabates, & Glass, 2011).   
 
Identity Theory (MicrosociologicalTheory) 
 
 
 Burke and Stets (2009) pose the question, “What does it mean to be who you are?” (p. 
3) and define an identity as “the set of meanings that define who one is when one is an 
occupant of a particular role in a society, a member of a particular group, or claims particular 
characteristics that identify him or her as a unique person” (p. 3).  As Burke and Stets (2009) 
continue, individuals apply meanings to themselves depending on the roles they perform.  
Being a student, worker, spouse, parent, democrat, etc., are some examples of the roles 
individuals have in a society.  Because one person can occupy multiple roles, being a student, 
worker, spouse, or parent at the same time, an individual can have multiple identities (Burke 
& Stets, 2009).  As posited by Burke and Stets (2009), the major purpose of identity theory is 
to explain the specific meanings individuals have for their multiple identities, and how their 
identities relate to one another, influencing their behavior, thoughts, feelings, emotions, and 
their position in the society.  All in all, identity theory explores the relationship between the 
individual and the society he/she lives in (Burke & Stets, 2009).  
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 The core of forming one’s identity is emergence of the self through social interactions 
(Stryker, 1980) and self-categorization in a structured society, recognizing one’s particular 
position, in other words, role (Burke & Stets, 2009).  Through structural symbolic interaction 
that is defined as the nature of the relationship between the individual and the society 
(Stryker, 1980), the self of an individual emerges (Hogg et al, 1995).  Because the self comes 
to exist in social interaction within a societal context, the self consists of various components 
called multiple selves (James, 1890) that overall form an identity – the overall self (Burke & 
Stets, 2009).  As posited by Burke and Stets (2009), the emergence of the self is influenced by 
language, signs, and symbols during a social situation that takes place in form of interaction.  
Language as symbolic communication allows the self to be a producer and hearer of language 
as an individual carries on communication with oneself in the form of thoughts; however, at 
the same time, language allows interaction and communication between two individuals who 
are occupying specific positions (status) in groups associated with particular behavior – roles 
they perform (Burke & Stets, 2009).  During interaction, signs, symbols, and language come 
to action, and individuals use symbols, including words and language, in order to identify 
themselves.  Symbolic labels name individuals and give them identity during interaction 
(Burke & Stets, 2009).  Although labels allow naming individuals and assuming identities, the 





Burke and Stets (2009) claim that roles provide structures, meanings, and organization 
to selves and situations as being defined as “the set of expectations tied to a social position 
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that guide people’s attitudes and behavior” (p. 114).  Expectations associated with a social 
position require specific performances, and they can be held for goals and outcomes one 
should achieve when performing the role (Burke & Stets, 2009).  Social position, on the other 
hand, is a category that an individual occupies in a society or group (Burke & Stets, 2009).  
Social positions can be normative (caused by life trajectory), such as student, worker, parent, 
or spouse, or counternormative, such as criminal or alcoholic.  Other social positions can be 
based on one’s interests, habits, or activities, such as hockey player, artist, or activist (Burke 
& Stets, 2009).  Roles and social positions are closely connected to one another as, for 
example, the social position of a student is connected to the role of learning new skills and 
knowledge (Burke & Stets, 2009).   
A role identity is an internalized meaning of a role that an individual applies to 
himself/herself (Burke & Stets, 2009).  Through self-labeling and self-definition, an 
individual develops self-conception and cognition as a result of the role he/she occupies as a 
member of a particular social category (Burke, 1980).  Consequently, role identities not only 
are bases for the self as they provide meanings but also allow individuals to distinguish their 
roles from others’ (Hogg et al., 1995) as they are tied to other members of the role set (Burke, 
2004).  Interaction among individuals allows roles to be played out in situations (Burke & 
Stets, 2009) as actions performed by an individual are judged by others as appropriate or 
inappropriate for one’s identity (Burke & Reitzes, 1981).  Satisfactory enactment of roles 
confirms and validates an individual’s status as a role member and impacts self-evaluation 
(Hogg et al., 1995).  Although satisfactory role performance enhances feelings of self-esteem, 
poor role performance questions self-worth and can even produce feelings of distress (Burke 
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& Reitzes, 1981; Thoits, 1991).  Self-esteem as an outcome of the identity verification process 
is based on three elements that contribute to a positive evaluation of oneself (Burke & Stets, 
2009).  Self-efficacy, self-worth, and self-authenticity respectively develop in an individual a 
sense of competency, of being worthy and valuable, and being one’s true self (Burke & Stets, 
2009).  All in all, verification of role identity is a mutual, complementary, and reciprocal 
process (Burke, 2004) that comes not by who one is, but what one does (Burke & Stets, 2009) 
and the response of others in terms of his/her role identities (Hogg et al., 1995).  In fact, the 
responses of others allow an individual to develop a sense of self-meaning and self-definition 
(Hogg et al., 1995), confirming the other’s identity and social structure in which an individual 
is positioned (Burke & Stets, 2009).  Because roles are sets of behavioral expectations 
associated with positions in social structures, identities based on roles should provide an 
individual with a sense of who she/he is and how he/she should behave (Thoits, 1991).  
Possession of role identities and identity performance as major sources of self-conception and 
self-esteem are important in the development and maintenance of psychological well-being 





In addition to occupying roles in society, individuals are also members of groups and, 
therefore, they also have social identities (Stets, 2006).  A social group consists of individuals 
who belong to the same social category (Burke & Stets, 2009).  Using social categorization 
and comparison, individuals who are similar to the self are categorized and labeled as in- 
group members (Burke & Stets, 2009).  Individuals who differ from the self are viewed as 
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out-group members (Burke & Stets, 2009).  All in all, a social identity is based on 
membership in a group or category that is characterized by being like other group members 
and thinking alike (Burke & Stets, 2009; Stets & Burke, 2000).  As a result of belonging to a 
group, a person is connected to others who share the group membership (Burke, 2004).  When 
taking on a group identity, individuals are characterized by uniformity of perceptions (Oakes, 
Haslam, & Turner, 1994), which causes in-group members to see things in the same way 
(Burke & Stets, 2009).  In addition, in-group members act in a similar way and identify and 
evaluate themselves positively as they evaluate out-group members negatively (Hogg, 2006).   
Simultaneously, as a group member, an individual verifies his/herself and receives 
recognition, approval, and acceptance from other group members (Burke, 2004).  In this way, 
an individual enhances the self and reduces uncertainties, which are two major reasons for 
joining groups (Stets & Burke, 2000).  Being a group member generates positive 
distinctiveness from out-group members, as membership in a particular group generates 
positive distinctiveness from the out-group (Hogg, 2006).   
In addition, belonging to a group allows predictability over one’s environment (Hogg, 
2006).  Belonging to a specific category of members is characterized by particular behaviors, 
thoughts, and feelings and allows an individual to feel in control of the surrounding 
environment, as he/she can predict his/her as well as others’ behaviors (Burke & Stets, 2009).  
The feeling of predictability allows an individual to act effectively in his/her environment 
(Burke & Stets, 2009).   
Finally, similar to role identities, social identity gives a person a feeling of belonging 
and enhances one’s self-worth (Stets & Burke, 2000).  Self-esteem, which is often based on 
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worthiness, is reflected in the appraisal feedback individuals receive from in-group members 
as they show their acceptance and appreciation towards them (Burke & Stets, 2009).  Having 
high levels of self-esteem allows individuals to develop existential security, which, in turn, 





The last basis for identity is person identity, which is defined as a unique individual 
who is no longer perceived as a role-holder or group member (Stets, 1995).  Person identity 
meanings are based on culturally recognized characteristics (Burke & Stets, 2009), qualities, 
traits, and expectations (Burke, 2004) that are internalized by an individual as his/her own 
defining and characterizing him/her as a unique person (Burke & Stets, 2009).  Furthermore, 
person-identity meanings are viewed as identity standards that allow an individual to conduct 
identity verification and are part of the individual’s person identity (Burke, 2004).   
Nevertheless, similar to role and social identities, person meanings are also controlled 
and verified by others in form of interactions (Burke, 2004).  Being embedded in a culture, 
they are being shared, communicated, and understood by others as others draw upon the same 
meanings identifying an individual, which, in turn, facilitates the verification process in the 
individual (Burke, 2004).  Verification of person identities leads to one’s development of 
authenticity, which is one of the bases of self-esteem (Burke & Stets, 2009).  The feeling of 
authenticity allows an individual to recognize one’s true self as someone who is one person 
across various roles and situations because they refer to important aspects of an individual 
(Burke & Stets, 2009).  Individuals cannot change their characteristics as they might change 
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their roles; therefore, person identities are more likely to occur across various roles an 
individual takes on and situations in which he/she finds himself/herself (Burke & Stets, 2009).  
As a result, person identities permeate role and group identities as they are being constantly 
activated and salient (Burke, 2004), influencing the meaning of one’s role and social identity 
(Burke & Stets, 2009).   
All in all, all three bases for identity operate in the same way as they are being 
characterized by perceptual control and verification processes (Burke, 2004; Burke & Stets, 
2009).  Simultaneously, they are being distinguished from one another by the way they are 
connected to the social structures and how the verification process takes place (Burke, 2004; 
Burke & Stets, 2009).  Although role identity is tied to other members of the role set, the 
verification process takes place through what one does and not who one is, and it depends on 
mutual verification of counter identity in reciprocal process (Stets & Burke, 2000).  Contrary 
to role identity, social identity is based on a group or category that gives one self-meanings 
shared by other group members (Stets & Burke, 2000).  As a result, an individual is tied in 
many ways to other group members who are similar to one another (Burke, 2004). The 
process of self-verification as a group member causes an individual’s actions to be 
recognized, approved, and accepted by similar others.  Finally, the person identity sustains the 
self as an individual as the person distinguishes himself or herself as a unique individual 
(Burke & Stets, 2009; Stets & Burke, 2000).  Contrary to role and social identity, person 
identity is silent across roles, groups, and situations as it permeates all interactions and social 







In addition to identity theory, this study is also grounded in investment theory (Norton 
Peirce, 1995), which reflects a social and historical relationship between the learner and the 
target language (Norton, 2000; Norton & McKinney, 2011; Norton Peirce, 1995).  The theory 
of investment states that people’s identities are influenced by constantly changing cultures 
and contexts in which they live, and investment in language learning is shaped by multiple 
identities within a particular context (Norton, 2000; Norton Peirce, 1995).  As a result, an 
investment in second-language learning is synonymous with the investment in social identity 
that constantly changes (Norton, 1997).  The traditional views of adult motivation and 
participation are quite limited as they fail to take into consideration adult learners’ identities, 
social and class contexts, and, finally, investment in language learning (Norton, 2000; Norton 
Peirce, 1995).    
The term "investment” is associated with cultural capital, a concept developed by 
Bourdieu (1977).  According to Bourdieu (1977), some forms of cultural capital possess a 
higher exchange value than do others in social context.  Proposing the investment theory for 
second-language learning, Norton Peirce (1995) claims that when learners invest in learning a 
second language, they increase their cultural capital as they “acquire a wider range of 
symbolic and material resources” (p. 17).  Under “symbolic resources,” Norton Peirce (1995) 
includes language, education, and friendship; the term “material” is associated with capital 
goods, money, and real estate.  Nevertheless, as posited by Norton and McKinney (2011), 
investment in second-language learning significantly differs from instrumental motivation, 
according to which the second-language learners’ goal is to gain access to monetary resources 
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that are associated with the target-language speakers.  The major promise of investment 
theory is that second-language speakers have complex identities and desires (Norton & 
McKinney, 2011).  As second-language learners engage in speaking the target language, in 
addition to the information exchange, they continually construct and reconstruct their identity 
as they find their place in the world that surrounds them (Norton & McKinney, 2011).  All in 
all, to invest in the target language means to invest in learner’s own identity that continually 
changes in space and time and is associated with aspects such as goals, emotions, and beliefs 
(Norton, 2000; Norton & McKinney, 2011; Norton Peirce, 1995).  As a result, the concept of 
investment in second-language learning introduces a new question associated with learner’s 
commitment: “What is the learner’s investment in the target-language practices of this 
classroom or community?” (Norton & McKinney, 2011, pp. 75-76).     
 
Investment in English-Language Learning and Identity 
 
 
Several scholars have used investment theory to investigate the investments of adult 
English-language learners for attending ESL courses (Butcher & Townsend, 2006; Gao, 
Cheng, & Kelly, 2008; Lee, 2008; Menard-Warwick, 2004, 2005, 2006; Norton, 2000; Norton 
Peirce, 1995; Skilton-Sylvester, 2002; Warhol, 2004).  Because Norton’s (2000) study 
challenged existing theories of motivation as not reflecting learners’ identities and 
experiences and because, in conducting her study, she introduced the notion of investment 
(Norton & Gao, 2008), I review this study first and describe it in greater detail.  I then present 
other studies that employ the theory of investment.  Finally, I review Gordon’s (2004) study 
that investigates gender identity changes resulting from attending ESL courses.    
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Norton (2000), in her in-depth study conducted with immigrant women in Canada, 
investigated the relationship of learners to the social world around them.  The main purpose of 
the study was to examine how learners make sense of their experiences and to what extent 
their personal histories intersect with investment in English-language learning.  Norton’s 
(2000) study featured five participants:  two women immigrants from Poland named Eva and 
Karina, Mai from Vietnam, Martina from Czechoslovakia (currently Czech Republic), and 
Felicia from Peru.  The participants fell into two main categories as they were either studying 
or working part-time and had school-age children (Felicia, Katarina, and Martina) or working 
full-time and did not have children (Eva and Mai).   
Investigating the relationship between investment, identity, and language learning, 
Norton (2000) presents findings about each individual woman participant of the study as she 
used multiple sources of data collection that included women’s diaries, data from her 
researcher’s journal, interviews, two questionnaires, and written essays.  For example, Eva’s 
investment in English learning could not be separated from her reasons for coming to Canada, 
future plans, and identity change as she perceived mastering English as an access to the new 
world she found herself in.   
Mai’s investment in language learning was not only to gain access to the public world 
in Canada, but also to gain power in order to resist her brother’s patriarchal authority at home.  
As a result, English was a symbol of her value both at home and outside it.  In addition, 
knowing English allowed Mai, as a worker, to develop an identity as a competent and 
energetic coworker.   
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Katarina, a 34-year-old Pole, expressed a great investment in learning English as she 
believed that knowing English would allow her to regain the professional status that she had 
had in Poland (Katarina had been a teacher in Poland).  For this reason, she wanted to find a 
job that would challenge her intellectually and provide access to social networks of educated 
Canadians.   
Martina was another participant of the study, and her investment in learning English 
was influenced by her identity as a primary caregiver and provider for her family, as she 
wanted to learn English to handle private and public tasks related to her home and children.  
As Norton (2000) pointed out, her identity as a mother and caregiver structured her 
relationship with the outside world and influenced her opportunities to practice English.   
Felicia was the last participant of the study who had had a comfortable identity of 
being a wife of a successful businessman in Peru (Norton, 2000).  The transition from 
Felicia’s life in Peru to the one in Canada had been very difficult as she felt excluded from 
professional classes in Canada and uncomfortable with a low standard of living.  Similar to 
Katarina, Felicia showed great investment in the class position she had had in Peru.  As she 
claimed, her position as an immigrant significantly restricted her access to social networks 
that she perceived as appropriate for her educational and material status.  As a result of her 
class investment, Felicia only felt comfortable speaking English when her Peruvian identity 
was validated.  In cases when she felt positioned as an immigrant, she preferred to remain 
silent.   
All in all, as presented above, all of the study’s participants were highly motivated to 
learn English.  However, all of the women felt uncomfortable “talking to people in whom they 
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had a particular symbolic or material investment” (original in italics, Norton, 2000, p. 120).  
Although the concept of motivation as presented in second-language acquisition research 
portrays language learners with a unified identity, Norton’s (2000) research indicates that a 
learner’s motivation to speak is mediated by investments that are closely associated with 
constantly developing identities and learners’ future desires (Norton, 2000).  All in all, 
learners’ identities were shaped by power relations between the learner and target-language 
speakers as they influenced learners’ motivations to participate in conversations.  Moreover, 
as indicated by Norton (2000), identity is not a constant concept but changes over time.  
Presenting the example of Eva, Norton (2000) showed that, with time, Eva developed an 
identity of a multicultural citizen, which was parallel with her development of the right to 
speak.   
In addition to presenting findings related to learners’ identities and their investment, 
Norton (2000) presents her findings in regards to learners’ experiences in the classroom.  
Although all of the participants stated that the course they participated in taught them a lot, 
they also indicated that the course did not give them enough opportunities to practice what 
they learned in class.  In addition to practicing English more in the classroom, all of the 
participants agreed on the need to learn more about the Canadian culture (Norton, 2000).  
Nonetheless, simultaneously, they disagreed on the curriculum of the course.  Although some 
of them wanted to place emphasis on writing, some looked at speaking as the major emphasis 
of the course.   
All in all, the findings of the study stated that participants had specific expectations of 
the ESL course they attended.  They wanted to learn grammar, vocabulary, and pronunciation 
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and practice writing and speaking so they could feel comfortable having conversations with 
target-language speakers.  Moreover, they wanted to learn about the culture of the in which 
country they were living.  Furthermore, the findings of the study suggest that language 
learning is social in nature as it engages the identities of the learners.  As indicated by the 
participants, although they felt comfortable speaking to their friends, they were anxious to 
speak to strangers.  Their fear of speaking was closely associated with their investment in 
social relationships (Norton, 2000).  Finally, as positioned by Norton (2000), learners’ 
identities and their lived experiences were part of language teaching and learning.  The role of 
the teacher is to recognize these identities and to understand how these identities are engaged 
in classroom, so the teacher can help learners to facilitate their interactions with target- 
language speakers.   
In order to support the above presented finding, Norton (2000) presents Katarina and 
Felicia’s stories of their interactions with the teachers.  Katarina decided to drop one of the 
English skills upgrading course after her teacher indicated that her English was not sufficient 
to take a computer course, stating that her English was “immigrant English” (Norton, 2000, p. 
140).  Felicia also reported on her negative experience with her English teacher.  As a result, 
Felicia dropped out of class.  In both cases, the teachers did not take into consideration 
learners’ identities they brought into the learning process (Norton, 2000).  Also, when 
Katarina felt that her teacher did not acknowledge her as a professional, she dropped out of 
the course.  A similar response to Katarina’s was Felicia’s, whose teacher did not recognize 
and acknowledge her Peruvian identity.  In addition to Katarina and Felicia, Mai, another 
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participant of the study, dropped out of class because the teacher did not take into 
consideration her lived experiences and great investment in learning English (Norton, 2000).   
Consequently, as indicated by Norton (2000), socially and historically constructed 
identities significantly influence learners’ position in the classroom and their relationships 
with the teacher.  Being aware of and recognizing learners’ identities as well as their histories 
and experiences can help the teacher create learning conditions that facilitate interactions in 
the classroom and outside of it, which, in turn, helps learners claim their rights to speak 
(Norton, 2000).  Incorporating learners’ investments in curriculum of the course can allow 
learners to engage in classroom activities, preventing students from resisting teachers’ 
pedagogy and dropping out of the courses (Norton, 2000). 
As a result of Norton’s (2000) findings, the following implications for second- 
language teaching were formulated.  First, teachers should ensure that learners are sufficiently 
prepared to practice English outside the classroom.  Second-language learners should be 
exposed to speaking and writing practice so they can feel comfortable using the language 
outside the classroom.  Furthermore, the teachers need to understand what speaking 
opportunities for second-language learners exist outside the classroom and the social structure 
of them in terms of how learners respond to these opportunities in creating or resisting them.  
In other words, teachers should understand learners’ investments in second-language learning 
and their constantly changing identities (Norton, 2000).  Consequently, as posited by Norton 
(2000), learners’ identities and their lived experiences are part of language teaching and 
learning. The role of the teacher is to recognize these identities and understand how these 
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identities are engaged in the classroom, so the teacher can help learners facilitate their 
interactions with target-language speakers.  
Using Norton’s (2000) concept of identity that is constantly changing and being 
negotiated through “day-to-day interaction” (p. 5), Lee (2008) investigated how classroom 
discourse in a postsecondary ESL program in Canada influenced creating, negotiating, and 
contesting students’ identities in the classroom and outside of it.  Lee (2008) conducted a 
four-quarterly-semester case study at a university ESL noncredit program in Canada that 
placed emphasis on interconnections between language and culture through critical dialogue 
analysis.  The program was perceived as unique as its pedagogy was influenced by critical 
theory and cultural studies.  Furthermore, the program was based on the notion that formal 
language knowledge, such as pronunciation and textbook grammar, does not provide learners 
with skills that allow language learners to communicate effectively.  As a result, the program 
was content-based and the courses included Canadian Studies, TV News and News Media, 
Popular Culture, Critical Reading and Writing, as well as elective courses such as Business 
Culture and University Preparation (Lee, 2008).   
The participants of the study included 14 instructors and 87 student participants who 
came from various countries (including European, South American, African, and Asian 
countries), and the majority (61%) of all students came from mainland China.  Their ages 
ranged from 20 to 25 years, and they were high school graduates, university graduates, and 
business professionals (Lee, 2008).  The data for the study were collected through classroom 
and staff meeting observations, student focus groups, interviews, questionnaires, and 
document analysis (Lee, 2008).   
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As the results of the study show, the discourses featured in the classroom underlined 
the meaning of the culture influencing learners’ identity construction as traditional, 
homogenous, and static (Lee, 2008).  The classroom discourse, created locally and globally, 
controlled students’ identities that were “othered” (Lee, 2008, p. 92) and confronted students 
with North American ways to portray things happening in their home countries (for example 
in China).  As indicated by the study’s participants, their views and opinions about things that 
were taking place in China differed significantly from their teachers’ opinions.   
According to Holliday, Hyde, and Kullman (2004, cited in Lee, 2008), “otherization… 
does not permit the negotiation [italics in original] of identity between people, but imposes 
crude, often reductive identities on others” (p. 92).  As a result of this finding, Lee (2008) 
states that educators must be aware of discourse mediation in the classroom as they determine 
directly the direction of the discourse.  As in the case of the discourse that took place at the 
Pacific University, instead of encouraging learners’ counterdiscursive strategy, the instructors 
reasserted their own perspectives, delegitimizing and silencing others’ views (Lee, 2008).   
As a consequence of such discourse, reproduction of social identities and unequal 
power distribution takes place (Lin, 2001, cited in Lee, 2008), making certain identities 
available and unavailable to students, which results in creating hegemonic views that silence 
and create resistance among students, which, in turn, results in learners’ failure to participate 
in classroom activities (Lee, 2008).  In conclusion, Lee (2008) claims that instead of 
promoting specific views of the world and trying to guide learners toward the appropriate 
answer or perspective, educators need to encourage critical thinking in students and recognize 
the diverse identities and investments they bring to the ESL classroom.   
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Similarly to Lee (2008), Gao et al. (2008) used Norton’s (1995) notion of investment 
to investigate motives for forming and participating in weekly English discussion groups 
organized by Chinese research students in Hong Kong as a strategy to improve English skills.  
In addition to using the concept of investment, the researchers adopted an interpretative socio-
cultural approach to explore a major research question that sought to explore why the learners 
persisted in attending the weekly English discussions (Gao et al., 2008).  Furthermore, Gao et 
al. (2008) wanted to find out why the learners started their discussions initially and what their 
purpose for learning English was.    
The research took place on a university campus in Hong Kong with research students 
of law, engineering, and education who initiated English discussions in order to practice 
English during a weekly lunch break.  Most of the time, 6-10 students participated in 
discussions that lasted for about an hour.  Seven of the participants were chosen on purpose as 
they regularly attended the meetings.  The topics discussed were decided by group consensus 
or just before the meetings, and they related to personal life histories, newspaper headlines, 
gender, and their current studies.   
In order to answer research questions posed in the study, Gao et al. (2008) employed 
semi-structured interviews and participant observations as research methods.  Although some 
of participants’ interviews were in English, others were in Chinese, according to their 
preference.  As posited by Gao et al. (2008), the original quotes were translated back in order 
to verify their meanings, and member-checking procedures were used after transcribing the 
interviews.  Finally, the findings of the study were organized accordingly to the research 
questions and grouped into three major categories.  Consequently, the researchers presented 
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participants’ motives for establishing the discussion group, learning English, and their 
constant attendance at the meetings.   
As the study indicated, the major reason for starting a discussion group was lack of 
opportunities to practice English and unsuccessful attempts to interact with English-language 
speakers.  Although the study participants hoped to use English outside the university where 
English was used as a medium of instruction, they quickly noticed that the major language 
spoken in Hong Kong was Cantonese.  Consequently, the participants tried to increase their 
opportunities for using English as they were attending some social occasions provided by the 
university.  Nevertheless, they were not satisfied with their learning experiences as the 
occasions were considered to be too short to have any impact on development of oral English 
skills.    
All in all, as posited by the participants, besides occasional English usage in the 
classroom, the participants did not have any other opportunities to practice their oral English 
skills.  In regard to the motive for learning English, the researchers found that all the 
participants viewed English as “a tool” (italics in original, Gao et al., 2008, p. 15) that could 
be used to gain cultural capital.  First, English was a compulsory academic subject, and good 
grades had a direct impact on participants’ future educational opportunities; therefore, 
learning English meant passing exams and pursuing further education in Hong Kong and 
overseas (Gao et al., 2008).  Second, only two out of all the participants indicated that they 
studied English because they were interested in the subject itself.  The third reason why the 
participants learned English was advancement in their future careers, as all the participants 
reported on the importance of knowing English when accessing academic research 
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information.  In addition to this, some of the participants indicated that knowing English was 
associated with having advantages over others, which influenced their identity construction 
and social status.   
In regard to participants’ attendance in weekly discussions, they viewed the English 
club as an opportunity to practice English and develop the habit of speaking English.  
Although they did not expect a dramatic improvement in their oral English skills, some 
participants reported on positive changes associated with English club participation as they 
became more confident in speaking English and changed their attitudes towards English 
usage.   
Simultaneously, some participants believed that the discussions did not help them 
develop their oral skills; however, they all continued to attend the meetings.  The main reason 
for such an attitude was an opportunity to socialize with other students and participate in a 
community that was characterized by a positive social atmosphere.  As a result, English was 
not only viewed by the participants as a tool that allowed them to have better grades and jobs 
in the future, but also as a means used for self-development.   
Furthermore, as they negotiated their personal identities, the participants understood 
that they could gain capital investment that would finally result in achieving their aspired 
social identity and status.  All in all, the study points to the usefulness of sociocultural and 
political-critical perspectives in learning strategy research, which allows better understanding 
of learning behaviors. Moreover, it is a foundation for further research on similar sites of 
learning English, such as the weekly English club formed by a group of Chinese research 
students (Gao et al., 2008). 
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Using the theory of investment (Norton, 2000), Skilton-Sylvester (2002) examined the 
multiple identities of four Cambodian women living in California and how their social 
contexts, and school environment shaped their investment in English-language learning.  As 
the results of the study state, women’s identities as wives, mothers, sisters, daughters, and 
workers were central to their participation in educational activities (Skilton-Sylvester, 2002).  
As they talked about their identities as mothers in relation to participation, each of the 
participants presented various reasons for engaging in English learning activities.  Although 
for some participants attending ESL classes was symbolic in nature (i.e., one participant 
believed that if she was going to learn English, her children’s lives would be better), for 
others it had practical dimensions (i.e., being able to help children do homework).  The results 
of the study indicated that taking into consideration learners’ identities during educational 
activities had a significant influence on learners’ engagement and participation patterns 
(Skilton-Sylvester, 2002).  Teachers who were able to draw on students’ identities during 
classroom instruction had a great impact on participants’ patterns of participation in ESL 
classes influencing their decisions to either continue or stop attending classes (Skilton-
Sylvester, 2002).   
Butcher and Townsend (2006) investigated adult learners’ investment in ESL learning 
activities of four Cuban immigrant women, using a qualitative case study method to 
concentrate on learners’ learning experiences and the social contexts that surrounded them.  
The researchers examined how social context influenced the women participants’ school 
attendance, learning opportunities, and professional goals.  The results of the study stated that 
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the women’s motives for attending English classes were shaped largely by contextual factors 
(Butcher & Townsend, 2006).   
First, the historical aspects were identified as reasons for attending English-language 
classes.  All the participants were encouraged by the revolutionary government to have equal 
opportunities in a workplace (Butcher & Townsend, 2006).  Attending ESL courses allowed 
the immigrant women to develop English skills that would, in turn, allow them to find a job 
(Butcher & Townsend, 2006).  Social networks, professional aspirations, matrimony, and 
maternity were other contexts for women’s choices to attend English classes.  As indicated by 
the women, their primary reason for attending ESL classes was based on the need to provide 
for their children.  “English-language learning was a key to earning money for remittances to 
support their children who were awaiting visas to come to the U.S.” (Butcher & Townsend, 
2006, p. 69).    
The second reason for attending English classes was due to spousal pressure.  
Although some of the participants viewed spousal pressure as a positive influence on their 
English-language education, for one of them, the spousal pressure was a reason for dropping 
the class (Butcher & Townsend, 2006).   
Finally, the participants mentioned familial support in a financial as well as emotional 
form as encouraging for participation in educational activities (Butcher & Townsend, 2006).  
In addition to familial context, the educational context was also mentioned by the women.  As 
the research results indicate, classroom activities significantly limited women’s learning 
opportunities as the curriculum did not follow learners’ interests and goals.  A learning 
environment that was oriented toward standardized testing requirements negatively influenced 
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women’ learning opportunities as they were not given opportunities to develop speaking and 
writing skills (Butcher & Townsend, 2006).  “The performance based curriculum failed to 
provide support for the four women’s language learning because it did not hold much 
personal interest nor did rapid progression through the required benchmarks provide time 
necessary for developing communicative competence” (Butcher & Townsend, 2006, p. 74).  
Studies conducted by Menard-Warwick (2004, 2005, 2006) with Latina immigrant 
women show that language learning cannot be separated from participants’ identities.  In a 
study with two Latina immigrant women, Menard-Warwick (2004) found that language 
learning cannot be separated from the gendered responsibilities of participants’ everyday lives 
and their personal histories of education, work, and family lives.  Both the participants 
described themselves as devoted mothers and wives whose investment in language learning 
was caused by their familial roles (Menard-Warwick, 2004).  Viewing themselves as 
“committed” (p. 306) caused wives and mothers to “invest” (p. 306) in their gendered roles in 
the family (Menard-Warwick, 2004).  In addition, Menard-Warwick (2004) found that 
language learning was mediated not only by the way gender identities and relations were 
constructed in the community but by the way the individuals responded to gendered 
expectations that were placed on them by their families and communities.  
In another study with eight Latina immigrant women (two participants’ reflections 
presented) conducted by Menard-Warwick (2005), their personal and families’ histories 
influenced profoundly their decisions to participate in educational activities as they responded 
to investments of their parents or other family members (Menard-Warwick, 2005).  “One 
significant internal resource that both women were able to draw on was the influence of their 
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parents’ experiences on their own trajectories of learning” (Menard-Warwick, 2005, p. 177).  
In addition, gendered identities of being mothers significantly affected their motivations and 
language learning.  Becoming parents themselves affected women’s decisions about pursuing 
educational goals.  Furthermore, women’s familial commitment encouraged their language 
studies.  “Their stories show that both women have displayed considerable agency as adults 
pursuing educational opportunities for themselves and their children” (Menard-Warwick, 
2005, p. 176).   
In addition to the positive influence of familial context on women’s learning, Menard-
Warwick (2005) found that both of the women faced social constraints that were beyond their 
control.   Social positioning that placed Latina immigrants at the bottom of economy did not 
allow them to find secure and high-wage employment, and it was named as a social restriction 
that negatively influenced women’s language learning (Menard-Warwick, 2005).  “Though 
many learners bring powerful internal resources with them into new contexts of learning, the 
constraints and resources inherent in those contexts necessarily shape the amount and kind of 
learning that can take place there” (Menard-Warwick, 2005, p. 180).    
In another study, Menard-Warwick (2006) investigated how classroom literacy 
practices were congruent with the goals and identities of two Mexican women immigrants 
enrolled in an ESL family literacy program in California.  As the results of the study state, the 
family theme was identified as the strongest part of participants’ identities.  Being able to 
participate in the education of their children was the main motivation for participating in 
educational activities.  For example, storybook reading helped the participants adapt the 
books they read in ESL classes to their own intentions, as the participants could guide and 
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support their children in developing reading skills (Menard-Warwick, 2006).  All in all, 
engagement in educational activities that responded to participants’ own sense of maternal 
identities strengthened women’s motivations for participation in ESL learning activities 
(Menard-Warwick, 2006). 
Warhol (2004) conducted a study with 14 elderly female Liberian students in an adult 
ESL program offered at a church in Philadelphia that was coordinated by a nonprofit 
organization serving refugees.  The main purpose of the study was to investigate the 
investment of the participants in language learning, concentrating on how participants defined 
their educational goals and how they used their goals to measure academic achievement.  
Through participant observation that lasted two-and-a-half years and three one-hour 
interviews with students who represented various levels of English-language knowledge (pre-
literate, literate, and intermediate), Warhol (2004) found that participants defined both 
implicitly and explicitly their educational investment through their own goals, measuring their 
academic success by goal achievement and program participation.  “Going to school in 
America” and “Learning the ABCs” (Warhol, 2004, p. 39) were identified as two major 
reasons for elderly Liberian refugees to attend ESL courses.   
Although “going to school in America” (Warhol, 2004, p. 39) was the major reason 
for elderly Liberian women’s investment, as the majority of the participants lacked 
educational background in their home country because of their traditional gender roles, 
various participants presented other reasons for investment in learning.  For some of the 
participants, finding a new job represented the reason for investing in ESL classes and 
changing a social identity as someone who goes to school was a reason for another.  In 
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addition to going to school, the participants identified others goal for their investment.  
Acquiring basic literacy skills was another reason for investing in ESL courses that was 
expressed through successful task completion, which, in turn, was often expressed with 
prayers or celebration.  Finally, as the findings of the study showed, none of the participants 
mentioned governmental predetermined goals of the program as their reasons for attending 
the courses.  Although only a few of the participants showed improvement on government-
mandated standardized tests, all of the participants believed they made progress, viewing 
program participation and completing tasks as markers of their academic achievement.   
All in all, as indicated by Warhol (2004), through the investment in English-language 
learning, the participants of the study engaged in social identity construction.  Through 
attending ESL courses, elderly female Liberian refugees had an opportunity to acquire 
symbolic and material resources that could be used by them as cultural capital in the country 
they currently lived in (Norton, 2000).  Being literate in English allowed the women to 
participate in activities that otherwise (because of the language barrier) would not be available 
to them, such as shopping for groceries, obtaining health insurance, or relating to their 
grandchildren living in the United States.  Furthermore, as women who in their home country 
were not allowed to attend school, they could fulfill their dream of going to school.   
In the study conducted by Gordon (2004), the researcher investigated the relationship 
between gender identity changes and second-language socialization of Lao women and men.  
In addition, Gordon (2004) examined how Lao women and men redefine and restructure their 
gendered identities as they learned English and how English learning influenced and was 
influenced by the change of their identities.  Gordon (2004) conducted the study in an urban, 
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working-class Lao-American community in Philadelphia and Laos.  Data collection for the 
study lasted three years, and the researcher divided the data-collection process into five 
distinctive phases.   
During her first phase of the study, Gordon (2004) observed and interviewed 
participants at a Lao Temple, a religious and cultural center of Lao-American community in 
Philadelphia.  During the next phase, the researcher studied Lao language and literacy at the 
Southeast Asian Summer Studies Institute in Philadelphia.  In the next phase, Gordon (2004) 
conducted research with ESL/citizenship ESL students.  During this phase, Gordon (2004) 
selected five participants for the study.  Following, in the fourth phase, Gordon (2004) chose 
main participants for her study and, during the same phase, conducted participant 
observations and interviews.  The data-collection process during this phase took place at 
participants’ homes, workplaces, and religious institutions.  During the last phase of data 
collection, Gordon (2004) conducted research in Laos, interviewing families of two main 
participants of the study.  The purpose of talking to participants’ families in Laos was to learn 
more about the cultural differences between the United States and Laos.   
All in all, the data collection included 35 interviews, field notes from participant 
observations from the Lao temple and the ESL/citizenship class, and research in Laos and 
participants’ homes and workplaces.  Furthermore, Gordon (2004) collected various types of 
documents, including students’ writings, lesson plans, and student information sheets.  
Although there were five major participants in the study, Gordon (2004) focused on 
two Lao women: Pha and Viseth.  Both of the women were active participants in the ESL 
class taught by the researcher.  Although Pha did not work outside the home, she reported 
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frequently using English at social institutions related to childcare and household.  On the 
contrary, Visheth, who worked outside the home, did not have any opportunities to practice 
English as her coworkers were mainly other Lao immigrants.  Nevertheless, even though Pha 
had limited possibilities of practicing English as she was not working outside the home, Pha’s 
gendered language responsibility at home, which included interactions with her child’s school 
personnel, taking care of childcare, bills, and negotiating with a landlord, contributed to Pha’s 
identity shift.  All in all, although both of the participants had different opportunities for using 
English outside their homes, they both expressed that their identity had changed after learning 
more English.   
As the findings of the study state (Gordon, 2004), language learning influenced 
identity changes as much as it was influenced by these changes as both Lao women and men 
redefined and restructured their gender identities in the United States.  Lao women reported 
that through English-language development, they could gain access to information about 
American culture and resources available to them.  Knowing the English-language enabled 
them to familiarize themselves with American culture, cultural attitudes, laws, and public 
benefits.  All of this caused the women to become more economically independent and more 
powerful in decision-making, which enabled them to leave unsatisfactory or abusive 
marriages.  In addition, the women participants indicated that the importance of friends, 
communities, and paid work made it possible for them to make choices and form their new 
identities as women of the United States.  Paid work especially was cited by the participants 
as contributing to women’s greater independence.   
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Closely associated with women’s identity changes, the gender roles in the Lao families 
changed as Lao women in the United States started to resist the control of men and even 
wanted to control the men, which was unheard of in Laos.  As a result of Lao women’s 
identity changes, men also reported gender identity changes.  As their wives started to work 
outside the house, the balance of power in the family changed.  As Lao women gained more 
power, Lao men reported a loss of authority.  As a result, Lao women in the United States did 
not want to be controlled by their husbands anymore; moreover, they wanted to be treated as 
equal or even in control of the men.   
As posited by Gordon (2004), the findings of the study have multiple implications for 
research on gendered second-language socialization in and outside the ESL classroom, as well 
as on gendered topics and issues in ESL curriculum and text choices.  Regarding gendered 
language use at home and in the workplace, findings of the study indicate that domestic 
language events require even more complex English skills than at work.  Examining the 
home-context use of English led to insights on how English-language use altered gender 
roles’ changes.  As posited by Gordon (2004), because identity is a fluid concept that is 
constantly changing, researchers should investigate multiple contexts of second-language 
socialization.  Furthermore, there is need for studies that investigate men’s identity changes as 
a result of English language use.  Moreover, as Gordon (2004) suggests, researchers and ESL 
practitioners should take into consideration learners’ particular language purposes, needs, 
contexts, and topics they hold as significant.  Finally, the research should address issues such 
as how ESL classes can become places where refugees and immigrants can acknowledge 
shifts in their gendered identities.  
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Finally, in the ethnographic case study, De Costa (2010) used Norton Pierce’s (1995) 
conceptual framework of investment to analyze development of a male Hmong refugee, Vue 
Lang, taking ESL courses at a community center.  De Costa (2010) collected data through 
class observations, tutoring session observations (the researcher was providing tutoring 
sessions to the participant), ethnographic field notes, samples of participants’ written work, 
and a home visit.  As the results of the study state, family bonds had an impact on the 
participants’ worldview, which directly influenced the learner’s future actions, for example, 
saving money in order to visit sisters back home (De Costa, 2010).   
Furthermore, English was perceived by the participant as an investment because 
knowing English would allow him to find a better job, which, in turn, would lead to providing 
the participants to a better life for him and his family (De Costa, 2010).  Consequently, his 
desire to better provide for his family is closely associated with the patriarchal culture of the 
participant.   
In addition, De Costa (2010) indicated that the participant was capable of developing 
curricular, institutional, and participatory competence.  The curricular competence was 
manifested through diligent completions of decontextualized grammar assignments.  
Completing decontextualized grammar exercises was viewed by Vu Lang as an opportunity to 
practicing English.  Furthermore, Vu Lang learned how to navigate through the institution of 
the community center, as he ensured that his attendance sheet was always signed by the tutor 
(in this case the researcher) and was able to make arrangements for making up missed 
sessions (De Costa, 2010).  The development of participatory competence was salient when 
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confronting a parking payment problem and joining a conversation between the teacher and 
another student during the class (De Costa, 2010).    
As a result of the findings, De Costa (2010) formulated pedagogical and theoretical 
implications of his research.  Understanding and attention by teachers to organization of 
participation as well as fostering real dialogue in the classroom can cause the classroom 
communities to become constructive places for language development.  Furthermore, teachers 
should recognize ideological orientation of the curriculum.  If the curriculum does not reflect 
teaching language that can be used in real contexts, whenever possible, teachers should make 
adjustments to the curriculum or at least discuss the shortcomings of the curriculum with the 
supervisors and learners (De Costa, 2010).     
 
Motivation for Attending ESL Courses 
 
In addition to the literature that analyzes adult English-language learners’ willingness 
to participate in learning ESL activities through the lens of investment theory, literature on 
English-language learning by adults also investigates their engagement using the concept of 
motivation (Bernat, 2004; Butcher & Townsend, 2006; Cooke, 2006; Hubenthal, 2004; 
Menard-Warwick, 2004, 2005).   
Investigating the motivational basis of second-language learning has been at the center 
of research for many years (Clément, Dörnyei, & Noels, 1994), as human motivation for 
successful language learning has been recognized by researchers of social psychology and 
education as highly important (Noels et al., 2000).  Indeed, motivation is one of the affective 
variables such as orientations, attitudes, and anxiety that have been perceived as important as 
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language aptitude for predicting second-language success (Gardner, 1985).  All in all, 
motivation is associated with goal-oriented behavior during which an individual “expends 
effort, is persistent and attentive to the task at hand, has goals, desires, aspirations, enjoys the 
activity… and makes use of strategies to aid in achieving goals” (Masgoret & Gardner, 2003, 
p. 173).     
Hubenthal (2004) conducted research with 10 elderly Russian immigrants, and the 
main purpose of the study was to identify reasons for studying English, participants’ use of 
strategies, and their barriers to participation.  The desire to become a part of United States 
society was identified as the main reason for studying English.  The ability to become fully 
involved in life of the United States and participation in cultural events were mentioned as 
other grounds for studying English.  In addition, all of the participants wanted to become 
citizens of the United States, and in order to achieve their goal, they had to pass the 
naturalization exam (Hubenthal, 2004).    
Another reason for improving English-language skills was development of 
communication skills that would allow the participants to have satisfying conversations and 
develop relationships with English-language speakers.  As educated and professional 
individuals, the participants expressed concerns about their inability to express their thoughts 
and ideas fully and completely, which had a direct effect on perceptions of their own 
identities.  Another motivational factor expressed by the elderly Russian immigrants was the 
need for autonomy.  Being able to communicate freely in the English language would allow 
the participants to become independent in their everyday lives.  Dependence on others caused 
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the participants’ identities to feel threatened and it was perceived as inconvenient (Hubenthal, 
2004).   
Nevertheless, although all the participants were integratively motivated, Hubenthal 
(2004) indicates the social context as a significant barrier that hindered their integration while 
learning English.  Participants in Hubenthal’s (2004) study viewed residing within the same 
ethnic group as a factor that greatly reduced their opportunities to develop English-speaking 
skills.  In addition, unfriendliness of American tenants in the housing complex was mentioned 
as another barrier to development of English-language skills.  Finally, Hubenthal (2004) 
identified access to ESL classes as another barrier.  Lack of available and conveniently 
located classes significantly limited participants’ learning opportunities, which directly 
hindered English-language acquisition progress and its pace (Hubenthal, 2004).    
Bernat (2004) investigated beliefs of language learning and whether learners’ beliefs 
influence their learning motivation and expectations.  In the study, there were 12 male and 8 
female Vietnamese immigrants to Australia aged between 24 and 59 years old whose length 
of stay in Australia varied from 1.5 to 17 years.  All of the participants were characterized by 
a similar educational background (mainly primary and some secondary schooling) and 
English-language background, as all of the participants had completed at least 500 hours of 
general English education.  The study took place during a 100-hour (12-week) course whose 
goal was to prepare the immigrants for employment, as all of the participants were 
unemployed.    
Using a survey in a self-report questionnaire called BALLI, Bernat’s (2004) main aim 
was to assess learners’ beliefs in five major areas such as language learning difficulty, 
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language learning aptitude and nature, usage of learning and communication strategies, and 
learners’ motivations and expectations.  Concentrating on learners’ motivations, Bernat 
(2004) identified multiple reasons for improving English-language skills.  All the study’s 
participants were unemployed, and they all associated attending English-language courses 
with developing better English skills, which, in turn, would result in better chances of finding 
long-term employment.   
All the participants stayed optimistic about English-language progress, although they 
all experienced barriers to English learning.  Low socioeconomic status, poor prospects of 
employment, low English proficiency, and negative beliefs about English learning, such as 
perceiving English as a very difficult language and believing that it was quite difficult for 
adults to learn English, were mentioned as the major barriers to participation.  Consequently, 
in the discussed study, no correlation between motivation and beliefs about English learning 
was established.  Seventy percent of all participants believed that their ability to speak English 
would be good, whereas all of the participants claimed that speaking better English would 
lead them to find better work positions (Bernat, 2004).   
 Cooke (2006) conducted a study with 76 immigrants characterized by 26 different 
nationalities and 19 languages.  Many of the respondents were attending English-language 
classes hoping that improving their English would allow them to find a job or find a better 
one.  Moreover, all of the respondents believed that learning English was “essential to their 
well-being and success in England” (p. 61), naming future employment possibilities or 
improving current job prospects as their primary motives for studying English (Cooke, 2006).   
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 In addition to identifying the major reasons for attending English-language courses, 
Cooke (2006) presented the influence of social context presenting sociopolitical and 
educational context for English learning, citing limited opportunities for practicing English 
outside the classroom, immigration status, culture, class, gender, ethnicity, and limited access 
or even lack of access to education and employment opportunities.  The major theme 
discussed by the study participants was the limited opportunities for practicing English 
outside of the classroom.  “Most people spoke of their limited opportunity to speak English 
with local English-speaking communities, and many seem to carry out most of their English 
interactions in unequal encounters with bureaucrats or casual encounters at shops” (Cooke, 
2006, p. 61).   
While investigating the influence of social context on respondents' lives, Cooke (2006) 
concentrated on four learners who were characterized by their particular concern with their 
employment, as they were either unemployed or had unsatisfying jobs.  As indicated by 
Cooke (2006), although all of the participants exhibited a high level of language learning 
investment, they all experienced institutional barriers that prevented them from gaining 
employment.  Furthermore, Cooke (2006) investigated influence on social context on 
learners’ motivation for attending English classes.  One of the participants, a Russian 
immigrant woman, kept attending an integrated skill English-language course even though 
she had a feeling the course did not teach her language skills needed for future employment.  
All of her experiences in as well as outside the classroom did not weaken her motivations for 
continuing English studies.  The same finding was applicable to a Chinese participant who 
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experienced institutional barriers.  Even though he did not see any prospects for finding his 
dream job, he kept attending English classes.     
However, another participant, a young male asylum seeker from Kosovo reported 
losing his motivation for participating in educational activities because of a limited access to a 
local English-speaking community and lack of access to employment opportunities.  Although 
his occupation (plumber) was in high demand in the United Kingdom, the immigration laws 
did not allow him to work.  Lack of ability to work reduced not only his chances of language 
practice, but also, above all, opportunities for reaching his occupational goals (Cooke, 2006).  
As a result, the young immigrant from Kosovo was bored, frustrated, and anxious about his 
future.  In presenting the case of this particular immigrant, Cooke (2006) pointed at societal 
forces that restrained the personal development of this particular immigrant as well as 
severely restricted his motivation for learning English.    
Finally, Magro (2008) conducted a study in which she investigated major challenges, 
experiences, and literacy needs of 10 adult ESL refugee learners living in Winnipeg, Canada 
who were characterized by war-affected backgrounds.  The study was done with 10 adult 
learners who were in the process of earning high school diplomas or who had started to attend 
college.  In addition, 10 literacy teachers who educated adult refugees at adult learning centers 
and colleges were interviewed.  
The results of the study revealed that the refugee immigrants viewed the English 
language as crucial for getting ahead with their lives and guaranteeing a better future.  “The 
ability to communicate effectively in English was viewed by most of the adult learners as 
critical to advancing in North American society.  Education represented hope, a good job, and 
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security.” (Magro, 2008, p. 28).   In addition, both the teachers and the participants mentioned 
experiencing multiple barriers to reaching their personal and academic goals, such as 
psychological, situational, and institutional obstacles.  For example, the teacher participants 
pointed out the shortcomings of an educational system and the immediate barriers such as 
poverty, lack of literacy support and counseling, shortage of proper housing, living in unsafe 
neighborhoods, bureaucracy of the immigration system, and long periods of time for 
completing educational programs (Magro, 2008).  Nevertheless, as posited by Magro (2008), 
their motivation for English-language learning was not weakened by their learning and life 
experiences.   
In sum, the previously presented research points at learners’ identity, their social 
context, and school environment as factors that shape adult English-language learners’ 
investment and motivation.  As learners’ identities are part of learning and teaching ESL, 
taking learners’ cultural and social identities into consideration during classroom instruction 
profoundly influences their participation and engagement.  Recognizing and understanding 
learners’ identities during the learning process can facilitate language learning inside as well 
as outside a classroom.  Therefore, incorporating learners’ social and cultural identities into 
program curriculum is highly recommended.  At the same time, many of the presented articles 
point to negative consequences of not embracing learners’ identities, in a classroom as well as 
outside it.  Consequently, excluding learners’ multiple identities from curriculum can 
significantly limit English-language development (Butcher & Townsend, 2006; Lee, 2008; 
Norton, 2000; Skilton-Sylvester, 2002).   
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While investigating motivation, some studies indicate little or no influence of social 
environment in a classroom on learners’ motivation (Bernat, 2004; Cooke, 2006; Hubenthal, 
2004; Magro, 2008).  The inconsistency of the obtained results can be caused by problems 
associated with the conceptual framework of motivation.  According to Gardner and Lambert 
(1972), motivation is associated with learners’ desire to learn another language for utilitarian 
purposes (instrumental motivation) such as employment and integration (integrative 
motivation).  Consequently, motivation does not take into consideration the relationship 
among second-language acquisition, identity, and power (Norton & McKinney, 2011). On the 
contrary, the concept of investment acknowledges learners’ social and historical relationship 
to the language and their often conflicting desires to learn and practice it (Norton & 
McKinney, 2011).  Furthermore, according to investment theory, a learner is perceived as an 
individual with a complex identity and multiple desires.  Consequently, when a language 
learner speaks a target language, he/she not only exchanges ideas with target language 
speakers, but constantly reorganizes a sense of who he/she is and how he/she relates to the 
social world.  All in all, “an investment in the target language is also an investment in a 
learner’s own identity, an identity that is constantly changing across time and space” (Norton 
& McKinney, 2011, p. 75).   
 
Adult English-Language Learners’ Experiences 
 
 
As indicated in the first chapter, although the population of adult English-language 
learners in the nonacademic context grows constantly, unfortunately, it still remains highly 
understudied as literacy research concentrates heavily on second-language acquisition 
50 
 
processes or learners in academic programs and children (Wiener, 2006).  Most information 
about adult literacy comes from the National Readings Panel’s data on children focusing on 
language and literacy development of students in formal school settings including K-12 
education or from academic programs (Wiener, 2006).  Because of this reason, even though 
the main aim of this project is to document the body of literature on adult ESL learning in 
nonacademic contexts, a limited number of studies document adult ESL learning experiences 
in this particular context.  Because of this limitation, some of the discussed articles present 
research on adult ESL learning in academic settings.  For example, Razfar and Simon (2011) 
conducted a longitudinal study on Latino students attending community-college credit ESL 
courses and their transitions to postsecondary education.  Although this study investigated 
adult learners’ transitions, it concentrated solely on Latino students who were enrolled in 
credit ESL courses at a community college.  
Additionally, there is lack of research that explicitly investigates perceptions of adult 
English-language learners related to their life transitions that result from the experience of 
attending noncredit ESL courses at a community college.  Therefore, the majority of the 
research presented in this section implicitly addresses life transitions of this particular 
population (Buttaro, 2001; King, 2000; Menard-Warwick, 2007; Razfar & Simon, 2011; 
Warriner, 2010; Zacharakis et al., 2011) as it presents experiences of this population in this 
particular setting.  Because some of the presented research studies are not grounded in any 
particular theoretical framework, formulating conclusions on the nature of adult English 
learners’ life transitions is problematic.  In order to understand adult English-language 
learners’ experiences and their life transitions when attending noncredit ESL courses at a 
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community college, humanistic education philosophy, adult learners’ barriers to participation, 





Humanistic education places emphasis on personal development as it views a learner 
as someone who is open to change and continuous learning (Elias & Merriam, 2005).  
Therefore, the focus on humanistic education is on the individual learner who can develop and 
function as a fully functioning individual (Elias & Merriam, 2005).  Consequently, the act of 
learning is seen as a personal undertaking, and the goal of humanistic education principles is 
to assist learners in growing and help them develop while responding to their interests and 
needs (Elias & Merriam, 2005).    
Placing the individual learner at the center of an educational endeavor and making 
him/her mainly responsible for the learning process puts the teacher in the position of being a 
facilitator, helper, and partner who promotes, but does not direct, the learning process (Elias 
& Merriam).  In addition to being a facilitator, the teacher’s role is to create an atmosphere 
conducive to learning, helping the learners identify their needs and interests, providing them 
with warmth and support, de-emphasizing and eliminating grading, and providing options and 
flexibility to match individual styles and preferences (Cranton, 1992).  Furthermore, 
experiential learning based on individual decisions of content conducted through 
experimentation and discovery is the main method of the humanistic learning.  Collaborative 
inquiry in a form of group work; group discussions and team teaching are other methods of 
learning characteristic of the humanistic philosophy of education (Elias & Merriam).  Growth 
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and self-development do not occur in isolation; therefore, supportive and cooperative learning 
environments should foster growth that leads to self-actualizations (Elias & Merriam, 2005).  
 
Barriers to Participation 
 
There are many reasons for adult learners to engage in learning; nonetheless, 
regardless of individuals’ reasons for participating, adult learners might experience barriers to 
participation (Cross, 1981).  “For most adults, participation in learning activities is a matter of 
choice that must be fitted into work, family and community responsibilities, and other 
interests and obligations” (MacKeracher et al., 2006, p. 10).  Obstacles that prevent adult ESL 
learners from participating have been identified as situational, institutional, and dispositional 
(Cross, 1981; MacKeracher et al., 2006; Spanard, 1990).  Situational barriers arise from a life 
situation at a specific time, and examples of situational barriers include lack of time due to 
home and work responsibilities; lack of childcare (affordable and adequate), transportation, 
and a place to study; and lack of familial support for educational activities (Cross, 1981; 
Cumming, 1992; MacKeracher et al., 2006; Spanard, 1990).  Financial problems, learning 
disabilities, poor physical and mental health, lack of support from spouse and employer, and 
lack of interest are other examples of situational barriers (MacKeracher et al., 2006).  
Experiencing situational barriers is quite typical for women whose main responsibilities, in 
addition to studying, include taking care of a family and working (Home & Hinds, 2000; 
Spanard, 1990).   
In addition to situational barriers, institutional barriers that are created by educational 
institutions and their policies present at both federal and local levels discourage adults from 
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participating in educational activities (Cross, 1981; MacKeracher et al., 2006; Spanard, 1990).  
Inconvenient class schedules and locations, strict attendance requirements, amount of time 
required to complete courses (Cross, 1981); lack of financial support, childcare services, and 
childcare financial support; insufficient student support services, and lack of adequate 
information about educational opportunities have been identified as examples of institutional 
barriers (MacKeracher et al., 2006).  In addition, lack of coordination among the various 
groups that are responsible for funding and adult student support services are viewed as major 
barriers to participation (MacKeracher et al., 2006).   
Last, attitudinal/dispositional barriers have been identified as barriers to participation 
(Cross, 1981; MacKeracher et al., 2006).  Attitudinal barriers relate to attitudes and self-
perceptions about oneself as a learner, as learners perceive themselves as incapable of 
mastering the course material or lack interest in learning in general (Cross, 1981; 
MacKeracher et al., 2006).  Lack of personal goals, feelings of isolation, negative attitudes 
and beliefs toward learning, negative images of oneself as a learner such as low self-esteem 
and uncertainty about succeeding, negative past experiences as a student, and negative 
opinions of others toward adult learning are examples of attitudinal barriers that prevent adult 





 Schlossberg (1981) defines a transition as an event or nonevent that results in a change 
of assumptions about oneself and the world and, therefore, requires a corresponding change in 
one’s behavior and relationships.  For a transition to take place, an individual must perceive 
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the change of self-perception and perception of the world around (Schlossberg, 1981).  In 
addition, transitions are characterized by variables such as role change, affect, source, timing, 
onset, duration, and degree of stress (Schlossberg, 1981).  As posited by Schlossberg (1981), 
many transitions contribute to role changes when role gains or role losses take place.  
Furthermore, a transition can have a positive or negative affect or both on an individual.  
Besides role changes and affect, a transition can have internal or external sources, of which 
internal sources for a transition allow an individual to control his/her life.  In contrast to 
internal sources, external sources cannot be controlled by an individual.  Timing is another 
variable Schlossberg (1981) uses as a characteristic of a transition.  Using social norms allows 
an individual to determine if he/she is “on-time” or “off-time” (p. 9) with respect to life events 
(Schlossberg, 1981).  Furthermore, although some transitions might be gradual, some of them 
might be sudden.  When transitions are expected, their onset is gradual, which causes an 
individual to prepare himself/herself better for them.  However, when the onset is sudden, 
events become harder to deal with as compared to the ones with gradual onset (Schlossberg, 
1981).  Another characteristic of a transition is its duration, and Schlossberg (1981) describes 
permanent, temporary, and uncertain change.  A permanent change is viewed differently from 
a temporary one, as one might be assured of a limited duration of a transition.  The most 
negative affect is associated with uncertainty as an individual does not know what to expect 
(Schlossberg, 1981).  Finally, the degree of stress is the final characteristic of a transition 
(Schlossberg, 1981).  As posited by Schlossberg (1981), any type of a transition causes stress.    
In regards to education, a transition is defined as a process that starts with the idea of 
returning to school and ends when the experience is finished and incorporated into one’s life 
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(Schlossberg et al., 1989).  Schlossberg et al. (1989) propose three stages of the transition 
process in adult learners’ lives:  moving in, moving through, and moving out (Schlossberg et 
al., 1989).  In the stage of moving in, adult learners become familiar with the rules, norms, 
regulations, and expectations of the new system (Schlossberg et al., 1989).  Once they are in, 
adult learners learn how to balance their lives with learning activities and how to feel support 
or challenge in their lives.  Once adult learners understand the particulars of the situation, they 
enter the moving-through period during which they might need help sustaining commitment 
and ask questions about the transition.  Finally, learners enter the last phase, the moving out 
stage, during which one series of transitions ends and they ask themselves what comes next 
(Schlossberg et al., 1989).    
A transition is a process over time as old sets of roles, relationships, routines, and 
assumptions change and new ones are established (Goodman et al., 2006).  As transitions take 
time, people’s reactions to them change as they separate themselves from the past and move 
toward the new roles.  Consequently, transitions affect one’s emotional, physical, and mental 
functioning, which influences one’s life’s roles and self-image (Bloch & Richmond, 1998). 
 
Life Transitions of Adult English-Language Learners 
 
Although there is no research that directly addresses life transitions of adult English-
language learners attending noncredit ESL courses at community colleges, some studies talk 
about life transitions implicitly (Buttaro, 2001; King, 2000; Menard-Warwick, 2008; Razfar 
& Simon; 2011; Warriner, 2010; Zacharakis  et al., 2011) as they discuss adult English-
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language learners’ experiences and how their needs are met in noncredit ESL programs at 
community colleges.   
In a study carried out by Buttaro (2001), the researcher examined how the linguistic, 
educational, and cultural needs of eight adult ESL Hispanic women were met in adult ESL 
classes.  The participants varied in regard to their age (between 29 and 39), amount of time 
spent in the United States (from 5 to 20 years), English-language levels (various levels), and 
country of origin (various Spanish-language countries chosen) (Buttaro, 2001).  In order to 
elicit responses about learners’ experiences, Buttaro (2001) conducted interviews, did 
observations, and collected students’ written assignments in the form of essays.   
As the results of the study stated, encouragement, enthusiasm, and involvement from 
the ESL teacher were viewed as very important for participants studying ESL.  All the women 
stressed the importance of having an instructor “who would push them forward regarding 
language acquisition” (Buttaro, 2001, p. 49).  In addition, they all mentioned that 
compassionate teachers reduced the fear of speaking, and individual tutoring was perceived as 
essential for developing proper pronunciation.  Furthermore, learners reported being able to 
enrich their vocabulary and writing compositions, which caused an increase of learners’ self-
esteem.  In addition, reading about topics that were of interest to the participants proved to be 
very beneficial to all of them (Buttaro, 2001).  Finally, all the participants stated that their 
participation in ESL classes caused them to improve themselves and their personal 
effectiveness in the United States’ society, as they become capable of helping their children 
do their homework, speaking to their teachers, and finding a better job or participating in a job 
training program (Buttaro, 2001).  All in all, learners were able to improve their 
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communication skills, which allowed them to communicate better with native speakers and 
improve their employability (Buttaro, 2001).    
Findings that differed from Buttaro’s (2001) study were presented by Menard-
Warwick (2008) and Warriner (2010), who also investigated learning experiences of Latina 
women.  Using a case-study method to collect data through observations and interviews, 
Menard-Warwick (2008) investigated how social contexts shaped the participants’ English-
language learning and their identities.  In conducting research with eight Latina immigrant 
women and concentrating on two particular participants of the study, Menard-Warwick 
(2008) found that ESL curricula and classroom activities position adult immigrants as 
aspirants to low-skill employment, and the process of positioning is highly gendered as the 
classroom discourse categorizes people in socially recognizable categories.  As indicated by 
Menard-Warwick (2008), ESL programs curricula do not take into consideration learners’ 
educational needs and goals.  As a result, even though ESL educators might perceive 
themselves as “empowering” (p. 284) the students to enter different jobs, in reality, the 
classroom materials and activities teachers use during classroom instruction “disempower” (p. 
284) the women students as they reproduce societal tendencies to position immigrants as 
workers with low-skills (Menard-Warwick, 2008).   
Results similar to Menard-Warwick’s (2008) were obtained by Warriner (2010), who 
examined the experiences of three female learners in an adult ESL program employing an 
ethnographic research method and conducting interviews, participant observations, and 
collecting documents.  Another main purpose of the study was to investigate how school- and 
workplace-based communities of practice support and contradict the pedagogical policies and 
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practices of adult ESL programs (Warriner, 2010).  Research findings from the study 
indicated that women’s participation in the program caused them to believe that classroom 
activities such as filling out job applications, writing resumes, writing business letters, and 
learning idioms would lead them to improved language proficiency, which, in turn, would 
result in finding a better job.  Although all the participants found entry-level jobs, none of 
them had access to a workplace community with long-term, stable, better employment 
(Warriner, 2010).  
According to Warriner (2010), policies and practices of the examined ESL program 
actively fostered only certain kinds and levels of participation in local workplace communities 
of practice.  As a result, engaging in certain practices of adult ESL education foreclosed job 
opportunities that might otherwise be available to the learners.  All in all, school and 
workplace communities of practice contradicted the pedagogical practices of adult ESL 
programs as the curriculum of the examined adult ESL program was “essentially situated” 
(Warriner, 2010, p. 27).  As a result, classroom activities promoted social positioning, which 
constrained and limited learning opportunities of adult ESL learners (Warriner, 2010).  
King (2000) investigated adult ESL learners’ experiences and their contributions to 
transformative learning.  The main research questions regarded finding out what proportion of 
adult ESL learners experienced a perspective transformation within the context of their 
education.  Moreover, King (2000) tried to find out what common themes the participants 
talked about when talking about the transformation and what facilitated transformation among 
the ESL students.   
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In order to answer the research questions, King (2000) had 208 adult ESL students 
participate in the study.  The participants came from three colleges’ ESL programs in New 
York, and they varied in age, gender, marital status, and country of origin (King, 2001).  In 
addition, the participants were either advanced or intermediate English speakers, which was a 
requirement in order to complete the survey used to collect data.  In order to ensure the 
validity of the instrument, the study also included 24 follow-up interviews (King, 2001).  
Furthermore, King (2000) used cross-tabulations to examine significant relationships among 
age, marital status, gender, race, and prior education.   
As the results of the study stated, 68.8% of all participants (208) experienced 
transformative learning while attending ESL classes (King, 2001).  Participants who 
experienced transformative learning indicated that specific ESL learning experiences were 
central to experiencing the numerous changes.  King (2000) identifies nine activities, such as 
class discussions, essays, readings, writing about concerns, group projects, personal journals, 
role plays, and journals, as used regularly in the classroom.  These learning activities 
contributed directly to transformational changes in learners.  The first one regarded ideas 
about language learning.  The participants observed that language learning was more fun and 
easier than they expected.  Second, their ideas about culture changed.  The American culture 
was no longer perceived as strange, and becoming more acquainted with it allowed the 
learners to feel more comfortable in the United States.  In addition, learners developed 
intercultural awareness, which caused them to appreciate individuals from other countries.  
Finally, participants who experienced transformative learning changed personally as attending 
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ESL classes caused them to gain greater self-esteem and self-confidence, which, in turn, led to 
their personal empowerment.   
The findings of the research confirm that transformation provides a framework 
through which learners’ experiences can be viewed (King, 2001).  Consequently, findings 
from the research had four major implications for teachers’ education and development (King, 
2001).  First, the concept of transformation allows examination of language acquisition, 
acculturation, and intercultural awareness (King, 2001).  Furthermore, perspective 
transformation can be applied in the classroom as teachers consider it a goal of ESL teaching 
(King, 2001).  Also, conducting action research that investigates specific classroom problems 
can give educators an opportunity to examine their individual practices (King, 2001).  Finally, 
promotion of transformation in the form of creating support services is highly recommended 
(King, 2001).   
In the research conducted by Zacharakis et al. (2011), experiences of adult learners at 
adult education centers were investigated.  The researchers posed four research questions.  
First, they were trying to find out why participants attended adult education classes and what 
elements of the program they believed promoted their success.  Furthermore, they were 
interested in barriers to participants’ participation and success as well as how education 
programs could be improved (Zacharakis et al., 2011).   
Zacharakis et al. (2011) based the study on 104 students from 25 of the 30 adult 
learning centers in Kansas.  Although three of the focus groups were conducted with Spanish-
speaking ESL students, five were conducted with English-speaking adult basic education 
(ABE) students.  In the ESL focus group, all participants were first-generation immigrants and 
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indicated specific reasons for learning English.  The most common reason for participating in 
ESL classes was improvement of socioeconomic mobility, as many of the participants were 
underpaid because of their limited English-language skills.  In regards to the ABE students, 
their major goal was to pass the General Educational Development tests (GED), which would 
allow them to continue their education and find better paying jobs.   
In order to find answers to the research questions, Zacharakis et al. (2011) used a 
content analysis approach for the focus groups.  The data analysis was based on audiotape 
recordings, researcher observations, and debriefings after each focus group.   
From the collected data, the researchers identified six common themes characteristic 
of all focus groups, including empowerment/agency/energy, exigency, personal barriers, 
program challenges, programs strengths, and self-perception (Zacharakis et al., 2011).  In 
regards to the first theme, empowerment/agency/energy, the participants expressed their 
beliefs that they could control their environment and destiny, which was closely associated 
with developing new skills, acquiring new knowledge, and having new experiences.  At the 
same time, the participants also expressed their inability to control specific demands that were 
imposed by outside forces.  Through participation in adult education, the participants showed 
their efforts to overcome personal barriers that prevented them from achieving success.  
Furthermore, all the focus groups’ participants indicated experiencing personal barriers such 
as low self-esteem, lack of family support and discipline, fear, anxiety, language difficulties, 
age, health issues, and balancing the demands of life.   
The next common theme identified by the researchers was the program challenges that 
provided participants’ perspectives on how the educational services could be improved.  
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Suggestions in regard to student support included counseling, instruction in study skills, 
mentoring, having more satellite programs, computers in classrooms, better accommodation 
of students’ work schedules, developing more empathy for students’ circumstances, 
scheduling more conversation time in English, and providing more tutors.  Furthermore, the 
participants talked about program strengths that were related to positive teacher qualities and 
students’ relationships with teachers.  Finally, the participants talked about self-perceptions 
that were based on social interactions and experiences indicating that although positive 
comments about them had a positive influence on developing their self-confidence, negative 
comments undermined their self-efficacy.  
In the previous analysis, four assets of ABE and ESL programs were identified by 
conducting the research (Zacharakis et al., 2011).  Dedicated and passionate teachers helped 
students achieve their goals, forming friendships and support networks have positive effects 
on students’ learning, students’ determination is reinforced through adult learning 
participation, and participants develop a feeling of empowerment from participating in adult 
education (Zacharakis et al., 2011).  
Finally, Razfar and Simon (2011) conducted a longitudinal study on Latino students 
attending community-college credit ESL courses.  The study was done with two cohorts and 
compared the success of students who transitioned into mainstream courses and those who did 
not.  The researchers formulated three major research questions.  First, the researchers wanted 
to find out how Latino ESL students start their “educational trajectory” (Razfar & Simon, 
2011, p. 607), which included learners’ initial educational goals, educational background, and 
initial ESL course level.  The second question investigated the relationship between the initial 
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learners’ goals at the beginning of their education and the actual outcomes in regard to length 
of enrollment, persistence, and mainstreaming (Razfar & Simon, 2011).  The third question 
regarded the analysis of students’ success as measured by grade point average (GPA), course 
completion, and ESL success rate (Razfar & Simon, 2011).   
In order to answer the research questions, Razfar and Simon (2011) employed 
quantitative and qualitative research methods.  The quantitative findings regarding the first 
research question indicated that only a small percentage of the participants indicated transfer 
to a four-year university (8.3%) or pursuit of an associate’s degree or certificate (6.8%) as the 
major goals of their education.  The majority of the participants (70%) named vocational, 
basic skills development, and personal development as major educational goals.  In regard to 
the second research question, the majority of the participants were not enrolled in college 
courses for more than two semesters (62.1%).  In addition, 75% of all participants stopped 
attending after three semesters and 85% by the fifth semester (Razfar & Simon, 2011).  In 
terms of the ESL program persistence, the majority of the learners (62.5%) did not advance 
one level beyond where they started their education.  Furthermore, the majority of the 
participants (57.5%) were non-mainstreamers. Finally, when comparing students’ success in 
terms of their achievement and course completion, students who mainstreamed did much 
better than students who did not.  The mainstreamers had not only a higher GPA, but also a 
higher course completion ratio and ESL success rate (Razfar & Simon, 2011).    
 The quantitative findings presented participants’ responses as focus-group discussions 
featuring both Latino and non-Latino students were used as a data-collection method.  During 
the discussions, the Latino students emphasized the importance of ESL courses in providing 
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opportunities to practice English as their opportunities of using English outside the classroom 
were quite limited.  Furthermore, the participants pointed to the positive role of ESL 
instructors who provided emotional and academic support.  Finally, the focus groups provided 
the researchers with additional insights related to curriculum, outside school’s responsibilities, 
and negative viewpoints about English-language abilities.  Many participants indicated lack of 
knowledge about course prerequisites and patterns, which contributed to learners’ slower 
advancement throughout the program.  Furthermore, responsibilities outside school had a 
significant impact on participants’ course-taking patterns as participants mentioned work and 
family responsibilities as factors slowing down the achievement of their educational goals.    
A lack of confidence in English ability was another factor that prevented participants from 
educational advancement.  However, all the focus-group participants underlined the critical 
role the instructors played in providing learners with a supportive and affective learning 
environment as learners had numerous opportunities to develop communicative competence 
in English.  Finally, they found their teachers “extremely helpful, patient, and caring” (Razfar 
& Simon, 2011, p. 617). 
 Implications identified by Razfar and Simon (2011) are areas for additional research, 
including investigating general ESL learners, and Latino ESL learners’ experiences in 
community-college ESL classrooms; factors that lead to learners’ success and its lack; which 
educational practices, intended and unintended, are communicated to minority groups; ESL 
learners, and Latino ESL students’ experiences outside the classroom; and the types of 
barriers these students face and how should they be addressed in the classroom (Razfar & 
Simon, 2011).  
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As indicated throughout this section, literature on life transitions of adult English 
learners is quite scarce as the majority of research on adult English learners investigates 
learners’ transitions implicitly and describes various aspects of learners’ experiences (Buttaro, 
2001; King, 2000; Menard-Warwick, 2008; Razfar & Simon, 2011; Warriner; 2010; 
Zacharakis et al., 2011).  Moreover, the results of the majority of the studies indicate that 
attending ESL courses has a positive influence on learners’ lives as they perceive 
improvement of their communication skills and employment opportunities and feel 
empowered (Buttaro, 2001; King, 2000; Menard-Warwick, 2008; Zacharakis et al., 2011).  
Nevertheless, another research point could be ESL educators as disempowering students as 
they reinforce social tendencies in positioning them as low skilled workers, which constrains 




In this chapter, theoretical foundations for English-language learning, including 
identity theory and investment theory, were presented.  Next, literature that examined adult 
English learners’ investment and motivation was discussed.  Although there is no research 
that explicitly investigates perceptions of adult English-language learners’ as to their life 
transitions and identity construction resulting from the experience of attending noncredit ESL 
courses at a community college, research that implicitly addresses experiences that relate to 
life transitions and identity construction was introduced.  Finally, humanistic education 
principles, barriers to participation, and transition theory were presented in order to 
understand adult English learners’ experiences better.   
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All in all, as indicated throughout the literature review chapter, research on adult 
English-language learners attending noncredit ESL courses at community colleges is limited.  
In comparison to the extensive research on ESL students in colleges and universities, as well 
as second-language acquisition processes characteristic to this particular population, the 
population of adult English learners in nonacademic contexts is significantly neglected as 
researchers themselves tend to work in higher education settings and concentrate on the 
populations with whom they work (Mathews-Aydinli, 2008).  Adult English-language 
learners in nonacademic contexts differ significantly from learners in academic contexts 
because of their diversity in age, educational backgrounds, English proficiency levels, and the 
learning objectives they bring with them in educational activities (Mathews-Aydinli, 2008).  
Therefore, research is needed that explicitly investigates perceptions of adult English-
language learners as to their life transitions and identity construction resulting from the 
experience of attending noncredit ESL courses at a community college.
 CHAPTER 3 
METHODOLOGY 
 
This chapter details the methodology used to examine the above presented research 
questions and it consists of the following sections:  Research Design, Basic Interpretative 
Qualitative Research, Sample Selection, Data Collection, Data Analysis, Validity and 





The purpose of this study was to explore perceptions of adult English learners’ life 
transitions and identity construction resulting from their experience in noncredit ESL 
programs offered at a community college.  The best-suited research design for this research 
project was a qualitative design.  As posited by Merriam (2009), qualitative design allows the 
researcher to understand how people “interpret their experience … construct their worlds, and 
what meaning they attribute to their experiences” (p. 5).  Concentrating on understanding the 
meaning people construct, qualitative research features five major elements:  meaning/ 
understanding, process, inductive process, researcher as the primary instrument, and thick rich 
description (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007; Merriam, 2009).    
Focusing on meaning and how people make sense of their experiences is one of the 
major characteristics of qualitative research (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007; Merriam, 2009). 
Furthermore, within qualitative research, making meaning and sense of participants’ 
perceptions, uniqueness, and the specific context is given much attention (Patton, 1985).  
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Concentrating on how participants view their lives and the world around them are the aspects 
of understanding the phenomena of interest (Patton, 1985).   
Another feature of qualitative design is process (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007; Merriam, 
2009).  The goal of qualitative research is to concentrate on the process of people negotiating 
meaning rather than its outcomes (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007).  Emphasizing the importance of 
the process implies looking at “how a product or outcome is produced rather than looking at 
the product itself” (Patton, 1980, p. 60).   
A significant characteristic of qualitative design is inductive analysis (Bogdan & 
Biklen, 2007; Merriam, 2009).  Qualitative research is an inductive process during which the 
researcher gathers data to develop working hypotheses or theories (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007; 
Merriam, 2009).  The researcher’s findings are built on the basis of the particulars that are 
collected during the data-collection process (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007) and not on deductively 
tested hypotheses or theories, as data or evidence is sought to prove or disprove them before 
entering the study (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007; Merriam, 2009).  In order to understand the 
meaning of the phenomenon, the researcher combines pieces of information from the data to 
form themes, categories, and concepts that allows him/her to interpret the data (Merriam, 
2009).   
The next feature of qualitative research is the researcher as the primary instrument of 
data collection and analysis (Merriam, 2009).  As the researcher collects the data, he/she has 
opportunities to supplement the data by the understanding gained by being at the heart of the 
place where the data are collected (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007).  The researcher can process the 
69 
 
data right away, verify his/her own interpretations with participants’ perceptions, and use 
nonverbal data to understand the investigated phenomenon better (Merriam, 2009).  
The last characteristic of qualitative research is thick rich description (Bogdan & 
Biklen, 2007; Merriam, 2009).  In order to present what the researcher has learned about the 
investigated phenomenon, the researcher reflects on the collected data in form of very detailed 
descriptions of the context, participants, and activities in which the participants were involved 
(Merriam, 2009).  Using words and pictures instead of numbers conveys the meaning of what 
the researcher has learned about the phenomenon (Merriam, 1988) as the collected data come 
in form of participant interviews, observations, and field notes (Merriam & Associates, 2002).   
In sum, a qualitative research design method is best suited for my study.  First, as its 
goal was to investigate ESL learners’ perceptions of their identity construction and life 
transitions resulting from their experience in a noncredit ESL program offered at a community 
college, this research design method allowed me to discover meaning and how the 
participants make sense of their experiences (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007; Merriam, 2009).  
Furthermore, the participants had a chance to reflect on their experience, which was a process 
synonymous to understanding where they are now in terms of their identity and life.  
Moreover, being a primary instrument of data collection gave me an opportunity to observe 
directly and pay attention to participants’ verbal and nonverbal clues about their experiences, 
which, in turn, resulted in a more accurate understanding of the collected data.  Finally, using 
interviews allowed me to explain with detailed descriptions the context, participants, and 




Basic Interpretive Qualitative Research 
 
 
In order to understand adult English-language learners’ perceptions of attending ESL 
courses at a community college, I used basic interpretive qualitative methodology.  As posited 
by Blumer (1969), experiences are constructed by interpretation.  Through the use of this 
particular methodology, “the researcher is interested in understanding the meaning the 
phenomenon has for those involved” (Merriam, 2009, p. 22).  While conducting the basic 
qualitative study, the researcher pays attention to people’s interpretations of their experiences, 
how they construct their worlds, and what meaning they assign to their experiences (Merriam, 
2009).  Using basic interpretive qualitative research gave me an opportunity to discover and 
simultaneously understand perspectives of the participants. 
When employing basic interpretive qualitative methodology, the findings are obtained 
inductively (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007).  Consequently, I did not use any pre-existing 
hypotheses to guide that study.  The collected data were analyzed and recurring patterns 
characteristic of the data were identified (Merriam, 2009).  Finally, the meaning of the data 
was mediated through the researcher as the instrument of data collection (Merriam, 2009).  






Once a researcher has identified the problem of investigation, the researcher must 
decide what, who, where, and when to interview or observe (Merriam, 2009).  In order to 
understand adult English learners’ experiences and perceptions of a nonacademic ESL 
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program at a community college, I used “purposeful sampling” (Patton, 2002, p. 230).  
Purposeful sampling represents information-rich cases of participants whose perceptions can 
answer the questions of a study (Patton, 2002).  Information-rich cases provide insights as 
well as deep understanding of the phenomenon (Patton, 2002).   
I conducted the research at MWCC (a pseudonym) which offers free ESL classes to 
adult learners whose native language is not English.  I chose this particular college because I 
had access to the participants (see Appendices A and B for the recruitment flyer and consent 
form).  In addition, the population of adult ESL learners at MWCC was diverse, as the 
students came from various countries; spoke various native languages; varied in age; and were 
characterized by diverse ethnic, educational, and cultural backgrounds.  
The college was located in a midwestern city whose total population equaled 110,145, 
with the median household earnings of $58,457.  The foreign-born population of the city was 
26.2%, and 46.5% of the city’s population spoke a language other than English.  The 
Hispanic/Latino population comprised 43.6% of the city’s population and was the largest 
ethnic group (U.S. Census Bureau, 2013).  The population of all students MWCC totaled 
18,088, and the number of ESL learners was 1,962 students (U.S. Census Bureau, 2013).  
The main emphasis of the ESL program at MWCC was placed on development of 
basic interpersonal English-language communication skills that help adult learners adjust to 
life in the United States.  ESL courses at MWCC were offered at three levels: beginning, 
intermediate, and advanced.  Courses at all levels stressed development of language skills 
such as listening, speaking, reading, writing, and grammar in an integrated manner.  In 
addition, MWCC offered various level courses that placed emphasis on writing, reading and 
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writing, and listening and speaking.  ESL education at MWCC was nonacademic in nature 
and could not be applied toward degrees or certifications.  
The sample for my study consisted of students who attended intermediate or advanced 
ESL classes.  According to the MWCC catalog, intermediate ESL courses were for 
individuals who had a foundation in English grammar and vocabulary and who demonstrated 
proficiency in expressing everyday needs.  At this level, students could develop writing 
proficiency and increase vocabulary and grammar skills as they learn to complete authentic 
forms, write short notes, and compose short paragraphs by the means of technology.  Students 
could also develop critical reading and listening skills as they read and listen to short written 
works.  Finally, they could strengthen their language skills through extensive practice in a 
variety of conversational contexts.  All in all, activities leading to developing language skills 
such as reading, writing, listening, and speaking were used to introduce basic study skills 
required for future academic course work.  After completing an intermediate course, students 
could continue on to advanced ESL levels, enroll in the intensive ESL program, or transition 
into other college courses as appropriate.  
Advanced ESL courses were for individuals who were interested in pursuing academic 
college courses.  These courses were for individuals who had a foundation in English and who 
demonstrated high proficiency in expressing everyday needs in conversation and written 
forms.  At this level, students could work to achieve writing proficiency, expand, vocabulary, 
and build grammar skills as they wrote short, logical essays and formal letters, and prepared a 
simple resume by means of technology.  They could develop critical-reading skills through 
independent reading, guided practice, and class discussion as they read a wide variety of 
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materials.  They could also learn to access and utilize information from a variety of resources 
and reference materials.  Students could strengthen their speaking and listening skills through 
extensive practice in a variety of conversation contexts and classroom discussions.  Similar to 
intermediate students, activities leading to developing language skills were used to introduce 
basic study skills required for future academic course work.  After completing an intermediate 
course, students could enroll in the intensive ESL program or transition into other college 
courses as appropriate.  
The sample for my study consisted of 24 students who attended intermediate or 
advanced ESL courses.  Students’ participation was completely voluntary, and the following 
criteria were used in the selection of the participants.  First, intermediate-, high intermediate-, 
and advanced-levels ESL students could participate in the study.  Both the intermediate- and 
advanced-level ESL learners had the appropriate English-language skills to do interviews.  
Additionally, some of the intermediate- and advanced-level ESL students had been in the ESL 
program at MWCC longer, which, in turn, caused them to have more experiences than the 
beginning level students.  The second criterion used for participants’ selection was their 
willingness to participate in the study and to talk about their experiences in the ESL program 
at MWCC.  
The participants have been identified by pseudonyms to provide anonymity and ensure 
confidentiality of all information.  In order to understand adult English learners’ experiences 
and perceptions of a nonacademic ESL program at a community college, I used “purposeful 
sampling” (Patton, 2002, p. 230), which represents information-rich cases of participants 
whose perceptions could answer the research questions of a study (Patton, 2002).  
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Furthermore, information-rich cases provide insights as well as deep understanding of the 
phenomenon (Patton, 2002).  
Interviews were conducted with participants characterized by a range in gender, 
county of origin, native languages, age, and educational background.  Appendix C depicts the 
participants’ demographic information.  Twenty females and four males were interviewed.  
Fifteen participants came from Mexico, six from Poland, one from Columbia, one from 
Brazil, and one from Palestine.  The languages spoken by participants varied as they spoke 
Spanish, Polish, Portuguese, and Arabic.  The participants also varied in age as their age 
ranged from 24 to 50 years: seven of the participants were in their 20s, eight in their 30s, 
seven in their 40s, and two in their early 50s.  Educational background of the participants was 
also diverse as one of the participants had finished elementary school, six had graduated from 
high school, three received GED diplomas, and one was currently working on a GED.  In 
addition, three of the participants had the equivalent of an associate’s degree, four had 
bachelor degrees, and six had been awarded master’s degrees.  All the degrees (except GED) 
were awarded in the students’ native countries.  Moreover, the participants varied in types of 
occupations they had and jobs that they performed.  Three of the participants identified 
themselves as stay-at-home moms, six as currently unemployed, two unemployed and 
attending ESL classes at MWCC, and the rest of them were employed full-time in various 
types of jobs (mostly blue-collar jobs).  Finally, the length of time the participants had resided 
in the United States and had attended ESL courses at MWCC varied.  The length of residence 
in the United States ranged from 1 to 24 years, and the time as a student at MWCC ranged 






As posited by Baumgartner (2000), “Everything is data” (p. 98).  Bogdan and Biklen 
(2007) define data as materials collected during the period of study of the phenomenon.  The 
collected data are the basis for the findings (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007; Patton, 2002), as the 
researcher spends time in the setting of the study (Patton, 2002).  In order to answer the 
research questions of this project, I conducted interviews.  Data collection of this study took 
place between May and July of 2013, according to the Northern Illinois University (NIU) and 





Interviews were the means of data collection for this study.  Interviews are used to 
collect descriptive data of participants’ own worlds, so the researcher can later come up with 
insights about participants’ interpretation of their worlds (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007).  In 
addition, interviewing provides the researcher with opportunities to collect information about 
past experiences or current experiences that could not be observed by the researcher 
(Merriam, 2009; Patton, 2002).  All in all, qualitative interviews allow the researcher to “enter 
into the other person’s perspective” (Patton, 2002, p. 341).   
In order to conduct this research study, I used a semi structured interview.  The semi 
structured interview was the most appropriate type of an interview for my study for several 
reasons.  Questions in such an interview are carefully, but at the same time flexibly, worded, 
and the main intention of this interview is to ask all participants the same questions, which 
results in collecting the desired information from all participants (Merriam, 2009).  Although 
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the wording of the questions remains the same for all participants, the collected data is open-
ended as the participants provide their own ideas while answering the questions (Patton, 
2002).  Moreover, this interview type gives the researcher an immediate opportunity to 
respond to the interview situation, participants’ perceptions, and new ideas about the topic 
(Merriam, 2009).   
The interviews took place at various locations such as MWCC, participants’ homes, 
and local cafés, based on participants’ schedules.  They lasted from 45 minutes to two or three 
hours, depending on the participants’ willingness to talk.  To understand the studied 
phenomenon, I asked the participants 30 interview questions (see Appendix D).  As the 
interview questions aim at obtaining responses, the majority of the questions were open-ended 
(Patton, 2002).  Asking open-ended questions allowed participants to provide answers in their 
own words, eliminating the possibility of predetermined answers (Patton, 2002).  Formulating 
interview questions, according to Patton’s (2002) recommendations, allowed me to collect 
data that I could use for interpreting the meaning adult English learners make of their 
experiences and perceptions while learning ESL at a community college. 
I also digitally recorded all of the interviews, which allowed me to record the collected 
data fully and accurately.  Recording interview data ensures that all the collected data are 
preserved for later analysis (Merriam, 2009).  Moreover, as indicated by Patton (2002), “The 
raw data of interviews are the actual quotations spoken by interviewees.  Nothing can 
substitute for this data:  the actual things said by real people” (p. 380).  After collecting the 








“Data analysis is the process of making sense out of data….It is a process that 
involves moving back and forth between concrete bits of data and abstract concepts, between 
inductive and deductive reasoning, between description and interpretation” (Merriam, 2009, 
pp. 175-176).   Furthermore, as posited by Patton (2002), “Qualitative analysis transforms 
data into findings” (p. 432).  In order to analyze the data, the researcher breaks them into 
specific units, coding and synthesizing them and looking for emerging patterns (Bogdan & 
Biklen, 2007).  
 
Constant Comparative Method of Data Analysis 
 
 
As the findings of basic interpretive qualitative research are obtained inductively 
(Bogdan & Biklen, 2007), the collected data are analyzed, and recurring patterns 
characteristic for the collected data are identified (Merriam, 2009).  A method of analysis that 
employs the inductive, concept-building orientation of qualitative research is the constant 
comparative method (Glaser & Strauss, 1967).   
Glaser and Strauss (1967) describe the constant comparative method in four stages. 
During the first stage, the comparison of incidents that are applicable to each category takes 
place.  In the second stage, categories and their properties are integrated.  During the third 
stage, the theory is delimited.  Writing the theory takes place in the fourth stage (Glaser & 
Strauss, 1967).  Because of the nature of the study, I only used the two first stages of the 
constant comparative method.  
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The data analysis of this project began when I coded the interviews.  First, I read all of 
the transcribed interviews (after I typed them on a computer) and noted sections that were of 
interest and significance to my study.  During the coding process, the initial categories and 
subcategories of the data started to emerge as I looked for topics and patterns that would 
emerge from the interviews.  The topics and patterns featured in the interviews allowed me to 
come up with initial codes that I recorded in a notebook.  Next, I imported all of the 
transcribed interviews into NVivo 10 (2013), a qualitative research computer software that 
facilitates organizing and analyzing qualitative data.   Next, I read the interviews again and 
coded them, using the initial codes that emerged during the coding process as well as adding 
new ones as new categories and subcategories emerged.  Some examples of the codes 
included the description of oneself as a learner, learned things, favorite things, describing a 
learning activity, challenges, and future aspirations.  Ultimately, I created 31 codes.  After all 
interviews were coded, I ran a report to see which codes were used most frequently.  The 
NVivo software also produced a report for each code, including the references.  
Consequently, both the frequency and reference reports proved to be helpful in formulating 
the major themes and findings of the study.  In addition to running the frequency and 
reference reports, I also used memos as I coded the interviews.  The memos featured my 
reflections as I was comparing the participants’ interviews.  Later, I found the process of 
writing memos useful because it helped me identify patterns and commonalities throughout 
the data.  As indicated above, I created 31 codes that featured multiple subcategories, and I 
had to narrow the number of themes that I was going to discuss as my major findings.  
Comparing the codes with my reflections featured in the memos helped me select main 
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themes as I gave priority to topics on which the most data were collected.  All in all, the 
constant comparative method of using coding procedures provided me with necessary tools 
for analyzing the collected data (Strauss & Corbin, 1998) and identifying the findings of this 
study. 
 
Validity and Reliability 
 
 
The researchers as well as the consumers of research want to be convinced that they 
can trust and believe research findings (Merriam & Simpson, 2000).  The trustworthiness of 
the research can be ensured only when rigor is applied to it (Merriam, 2009).  Both 
trustworthiness and rigor in the qualitative methodology are associated with terms of validity 
and reliability (Merriam, 2009).  As the issues of validity and reliability are significant aspects 
of a qualitative study, terms such as internal validity, reliability, and external validity 
(Merriam, 2009) are discussed.     
According to Merriam and Simpson (2000), internal validity questions, “how 
congruent are one’s findings with reality?” (p. 101).  The qualitative research design 
acknowledges multiple realities constructed by individuals that are unique to them (Merriam, 
2009).  Because the researcher is the primary instrument of the data-collection and analysis 
process, the reality presented in the study is the inquirer’s interpretation of participants’ 
perceptions or their understandings (Merriam, 2009).  However, as a researcher, I ensured 
internal validity of my study by employing two strategies:  researcher’s position (Merriam, 
2009) or reflexivity (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) and adequate engagement in data collection 
(Merriam, 2009).   
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The first strategy to ensure internal validity is the researcher’s position (Lincoln & 
Guba, 1985) as the researcher reflects on himself/herself as “the human instrument” (Lincoln 
& Guba, 1985, p. 183).  Because I was the primary instrument of data collection and analysis, 
the reality that was presented in my study might have been affected by my personal 
orientations and biases, which are described in the next section of this paper.    
 “Adequate engagement in data collection” (italics in the original, Merriam, 2009, p. 
219) is synonymous with collecting data until its saturation.  As posited by Merriam (2009), 
data saturation occurs when the researcher starts to see and hear the same things over and over 
again and no new information emerges when collecting data.  Twenty-four adult English-
language learners participated in this study.  After interviewing last few participants, I became 
aware that the information that I was receiving from them was redundant.  Consequently, I 
decided that I had reached data’s saturation.   
External validity is another procedure that is taken into consideration when assessing 
the credibility of a study (Merriam, 2009).  External validity refers to “the extent to which 
findings can be generalized to other situations” (Merriam & Associates, 2002, p. 102).  
Because of the multiple truths of reality characteristic to the qualitative research, findings in 
the qualitative study cannot be applied to other populations (Merriam & Associates, 2002).  
As a result, generalizability in qualitative research is left to the reader or the consumer of the 
report who decides how the findings can be applied to other settings (Merriam, 1995).  In 
order to ensure rigor of external validity, I used rich thick description (Merriam, 2009) and 
provided detailed description of this particular research, quoting the study participants to 
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support my findings.  All of this should help the consumers of the research determine how 
they can apply the findings of my research to other situations.   
Finally, in order to ensure credibility of the qualitative research design, the notion of 
reliability must be addressed (Merriam, 1995).  The term reliability relates to “the extent to 
which one’s findings will be found again” (Merriam, 1995, p. 55).  Because of the ever 
changing human behavior and multiple interpretations and perspectives of the reality, 
reliability in qualitative research must answer the question “whether the results of a study are 
consistent with the data collected” (italics in the original; Merriam & Associates, 2002, p. 
102).  To make this research dependable and consistent, I include the description of 
“investigator’s position” (Merriam, 2009, p. 222) in the Researcher’s Orientation/Bias section 
as I explain the biases and assumptions that I might have brought into this research.  
All in all, validity and reliability in qualitative research ensure production of credible 
knowledge that can be trusted by readers and research consumers.  Credibility of the findings 
can be achieved by strengthening internal and external validity as well as reliability of the 





Because the researcher is the main instrument for data collection and analysis 
(Merriam, 2009) in a qualitative inquiry, many critics of qualitative research claim that this 
type of scientific inquiry is subjective (Patton, 2002).  The human instrument of data 
collection might be characterized by shortcomings and biases that might influence the study 
(Merriam, 2009) and undermine its credibility (Patton, 2002).  As posited by Peshkin (1988), 
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subjectivity is a constant element present during the research process that can “filter, skew, 
shape, block, transform, construe, and misconstrue” (p. 17) the research process.  As Peshkin 
(1988) indicates, researchers should be aware of their subjectivity and recognize its 
inevitability.  Approaching subjectivity in this way allows the researcher to make public how 
the inquiry and its outcomes were shaped by personal biases (Peshkin, 1988).      
Because I was the primary instrument of data collection in this research project, I am 
aware of the fact that I might have brought into my research some biases that are associated 
with my personal background.  First of all, I am an English-language learner.  Second, similar 
to the participants of this study, I attended ESL classes at a community college.  Although I 
took only three ESL classes as I progressed, moving quickly from Level 1 to Levels 5 and 6 
(Level 6 was the highest level of ESL courses at the community college I attended), I can 
recall memories of myself as an ESL learner and how I perceived the learning environment in 
a noncredit ESL program at a community college.  Because of this experience, I might not 
have been able to detach myself entirely from my previous role as an ESL student, as I might 
have assumed that participants of the study learned ESL in a way similar to the way I used to 
learn English and perceived their ESL classes and teachers similarly to the way I did.  
However, in contrast to my participants, I attended only three ESL classes and acquired the 
majority of my English skills outside the ESL classroom as I was earning my associate and 
master’s degrees.  Because of this reason, I did not perceive my ESL experiences as 
profoundly influencing my identity construction and life transitions.  
In addition to my personal background, my work and educational background might 
have also brought additional biases into this research project.  I currently work as an ESL 
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instructor in noncredit ESL programs at community colleges, and my educational background 
is in linguistics, with concentrations in teaching ESL and German as a foreign language.  
Although I tried to detach myself from my position as an ESL instructor, occasionally, I 
looked at the participants of the study from the perspective of an educator who, during the 
interviews, was assessing their skills and abilities in ESL.  However, I tried to detach myself 
from the evaluator’s role as I tried not to pay attention to their English skills and showed a 
genuine interest in participants’ reflections and perceptions.  All in all, I did my best to detach 
myself from the personal biases that I might have brought with me into the research project.  
In order to do so, I employed the strategies described above to ensure creating knowledge that 





The purpose of this research project was to explore perceptions of adult English 
learners’ life transitions and identity construction resulting from their experience in noncredit 
ESL programs offered at a community college.  The basic interpretive qualitative research 
method was proposed as the most appropriate method for this investigation, as the main 
purpose of this method was “to understand how people make sense of their lives and 
experiences” (Merriam, 2009, p. 23).  In order to discuss this particular design as thoroughly 
as possible, numerous aspects of the qualitative inquiry such as sample/sample type, data- 
collection procedures and sources, data analysis and its methods, validity and reliability, as 








How did I feel?  Oh, I wasn't secure, very, very insecure.  When I lost my job, I felt 
like I was nothing.  Because sometimes when you have a job and you know have some 
money to pay your needs, well, that makes you feel, you know.  Well, I am not speak 
too much English, but I'm good because I'm paying by myself, my things that I need.  
But, if you don't have a job and you don't speak English, enough English, so you feel 
like you're nothing [and] you better go back to your county.  So, before, when I came 
here, I felt so depressed, and I felt I didn't have confidence in me, and it was hard.  It 
was very hard for me because the reason why people come to this country is to get 
better life.  And one of these things is, you know, having a job to cover all of your 
needs.  And if you don't have a job, plus you don't speak English, so you feel, I felt 
kind of lost.  And, I know that right now I don't have a job, but I think I feel more 
competitive because I can go and ask for a job, and I can communicate with the 
people, and I'm not good, not perfect yet, but I think that I can find a place for me to 
work.  I feel confident that I can have a job.  Probably is not the best job, but I think 
that I can get it.  I feel more confident.  I feel alive.  I feel like I can do a lot of things.  
Even though I'm old, I think that I can do a lot of things.  Because always when you 
are talking about school, you will always have in mind young people, you know, 
teenagers or young people.  When you have kids and the time went by, and even if 
you're not too old, but you feel like your time is already done for the schools.  So your 
time is done for the school.  So coming back to school, even if I feel like, I don't 
know, I feel alive, I feel young, I feel like I like learning.  I like learning because I'm 
discovering a new world.  That's what I feel.  (Nicole) 
 
The above quotation provides an introduction to the findings of the study.  It comes 
from an interview conducted with one of the study’s participants, Nicole, a 48-year-old 
female from Mexico.  I have chosen this particular vignette to introduce my project on adult 
English-language learners’ life transitions and identity construction resulting from their 
experience in noncredit ESL courses at MWCC because it resonates well with the findings of 
this study.  
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As expressed in these words, Nicole presented a perspective of how an ESL learning 
experience at a community college changed her life and influenced her identity construction.  
Even though Nicole had not yet found a new job, she felt much more confident about her 
abilities to find one compared to how she felt after losing her job and before attending ESL 
courses at MWCC.  Similarly, although she anticipated that her future job might not be her 
dream job, she was absolutely certain that she was going to find one.  In addition to 
developing confidence in her abilities to find a job, she described attending ESL courses at 
MWCC as a life-changing experience that influenced her life in multiple ways.  Attending 
MWCC not only made her feel young but also interested her in learning and discovering the 
world around her.  Last, the most profound perception of the changes that took place in her 
life was feeling alive. 
 In this chapter, I discuss the findings of the exploration of adult English learners’ 
perceptions of life transitions and identity construction resulting from their experience in a 
noncredit ESL program offered at a community college.  Consequently, I present emergent 
themes that I was able to formulate after examining ESL learners’ perceptions offered in the 
interviews.  As stated in the previous chapter, this qualitative study used a basic interpretive 
qualitative methodology.  This allowed me to discover perspectives of the participants who 
provided multiple insights regarding the role of ESL courses in their identity construction and 
life transitions.  In analyzing the interviews, I identified 31 codes that allowed me to 
formulate the major findings of this study.  As a result, three major themes and numerous 




 This chapter is divided into three parts.  Part I:  “I Have a Lot of Confidence in 
Myself”: English Learning and Identity Development, presents findings that are closely 
aligned with the first research question of the study, which asked, “How do adult English-
language learners perceive the role of ESL programs in their identity construction?”  As the 
participants described how their self-perceptions changed, they indicated that they became 
more confident, which, in turn, helped them become part of a community and independent 
from other people.  Moreover, the change in self-perceptions was also reflected in the way 
they started to view their lives; namely, they started to feel better about life in general and feel 
better about themselves as parents.   
 Part II:  “I Changed My Life Like 100 Percent”:  English Learning and Life 
Transitions, discusses participants’ perceptions of life changes that took place in their lives 
after they started to attend noncredit ESL classes at MWCC.  Many of the participants stated 
that they became able to change a job to a better one or find a job.  Furthermore, attending 
ESL courses at MWCC caused many participants to become aware of new opportunities and 
possibilities in their lives.   
 Part III:  “It’s Just Good Atmosphere”:  Response to Adult English Learners’ Needs, 
presents participants’ reflections on how their needs are being met in a noncredit ESL 
program at MWCC as they discussed their experiences in ESL classes.  The participants 
described their experiences with ESL teachers, ways of learning English in the classroom, and 
the program’s response to their needs.  Consequently, they presented their ideas about desired 
features of ESL teachers, preferred ways of learning, and improvements to the program to 
serve them better.  Accordingly, findings in Part II and III are closely aligned with the second 
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research question of the study, which asked, “How do adult English learners perceive the role 
of ESL programs in their life transitions?” 
 
Part I:  “I Have a Lot of Confidence in Myself”:   
English Learning and Identity Development  
 
 
 For a transition to take place, an individual must experience an event or nonevent that 
results in a change of assumptions about oneself (Schlossberg, 1981).  Furthermore, an 
individual must perceive the change of self-perception and perception of the world 
(Schlossberg, 1981).  By listening to the voices of the interviewees, I could observe 
significant changes in their self-perceptions.  Consequently, analysis of learners’ changes of 
self-perceptions revealed numerous subthemes.  
      
Feeling More Confident 
 
 
 All the study’s participants felt more confident about themselves in speaking English 
after starting to attend ESL courses.  In order to express the changes of their self- perception, 
the participants described how they felt before and after attending ESL courses at MWCC.  
As presented in the introductory quote, Nicole described perceptions about herself before 
attending ESL courses as follows: 
And, with the English that I spoke, I felt, my life was, it was just my life.  It wasn't 
good enough because I felt afraid of speaking English to everybody.  I just, I used my 
English to my job because I need to, but I didn't have very good conversation with 
somebody who speak English because I didn't feel confident.  So the best I could do it, 
just learn English.  How did I feel?  Oh, I wasn't secure, very, very insecure.  When I 
lost my job, I felt like I was nothing.  But, if you don't have a job and you don't speak 
English, enough English, so you feel like you're nothing.  You better go back to your 
county.  So before, when I came here, I felt so depressed, and I felt I didn't have 
confidence in me, and it was hard.  It was very hard for me because the reason why 
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people come to this country is to get better life.  And one of these things is, you know, 
having a job to cover all of your needs.  And, if you don't have a job, plus you don't 
speak English, so you feel, I felt kind of lost.  And I know that right now I don't have a 
job, but I think I feel more competitive because I can go and ask for a job, and I can 
communicate with the people, and I'm not good, not perfect yet, but I think that I can 
find a place for me to work.  I feel confident that I can have a job.   
 
As Nicole indicated, after losing her job, she was very insecure and even depressed.  Her 
insecurity was closely associated with perceptions about her insufficient speaking skills that 
would not allow her to find a new job.  Nevertheless, after starting to attend ESL courses at 
MWCC, Nicole’s self-perceptions and her speaking abilities changed as she described herself 
as someone who had confidence in finding a new job.  Her confidence was visible in the 
following statement:  
But after [name of a class], I felt a lot, a lot better, more confident.  I think I have a lot 
of confidence in myself speaking, even though if they don't understand me, I can try or 
say in another way, but it changed my life.  Really, now I feel really good.  I'm not 
perfect, I'm not speaking very well.  I think the part of my improvement is just I don't 
care.  I just talk and talk, like in class:  asking, asking, asking.  And, I don't know.  My 
life changed cause it give me a lot of confidence of speaking.   
 
 Emilia, a 39-year-old female student from Poland, described changes in perceptions 
about herself as follows:  
Before I was very shy, and I always tried to hide somewhere, you know, don't talk 
with people, and now sometimes, I can ask someone about something, and you know, 
I feel more confident than before.  So it's like three years, but I am totally different 
person than before. 
 
As stated by Emilia, attending ESL courses made her a different person who became 
confident and not afraid to ask questions.  Before taking ESL courses, Emilia was very shy 
and avoided contact with English speakers.  In addition to Emilia herself, Emilia indicated 
that also other people noticed a difference in her behavior.  
89 
 
I know some people who know me before like one of the lady from school, from my 
daughter school, she was, “Emilia, you are totally different person.  I know you like 
four years and before?  When I asked you, you answer was yes or no, and you can 
hide.  It was hard to find you.”  So, now, I see the difference.  So, and my husband is 
kind of scary because, you know, I was like, when the neighbors were coming, I was 
oh, I was always in the bathroom, I did something already. . . .Now I can talk with 
them, and it's no problem for me.  And you know, I don't feel bad when I can't explain 
something.  Sometimes, when we speak English and I need word, I ask my husband, “I 
need word, how to say.” He say only one word, and you, know it's fine for me.  So, it's 
big difference.  Before, I always was shy.  I [was] always at the last desk. 
 
As Emilia reflected on how the program was meeting her needs, interests, and educational 
goals, she pointed out again the confidence that she developed while attending ESL courses at 
MWCC.  
You know, I think the program after the seventh level or all the levels that I did, you 
know after all, I have more confidence.  Like it's, I feel like I can do more and more.  
You know, because I feel it's step by step I learn.  Every step, I learn more and more.  
So, it's important to go step by step, not like make break like one semester on, one 
semester off and you know.  And, sometimes I stayed like two semesters in the same 
level, but it was good for me.  I think it's after all, we feel more confident. 
 
Finally, Emilia compared how she viewed her English skills after she came to the United  
 
States and after she attended ESL classes at MWCC.   
 
I learned everything I want to learn because when I came the first time, the first thing I 
want to learn how to survive, you know, because I was scare in the store ask about 
something.  Even if I want to return something, it was kind of scary for me because the 
people can start asking about something and it was.  Now, I don't have problem with 
this, but I learn a lot.  You know, more. 
 
As posited by Emilia, things that she learned at MWCC allowed her to function in everyday  
 
life and contributed to development of her self-confidence.   
 
Grace, a 35-year-old female student from Mexico, described changes in her self- 
perceptions similarly to Nicole and Emilia, as she was nervous, stressed, and shy before 
attending ESL classes.  
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Before I feel like nervous, stressful.  I was feeling stressful, I was feeling shy, I wasted 
a lot of time, and I misunderstood a lot of things, and I was feeling embarrassing to 
explain myself, so now it doesn't happen anymore.  Now, I have more confidence.   
 
As expressed in Grace’s narration, before taking ESL classes at MWCC, she felt stressed,  
 
nervous, shy, and embarrassed when communicating in English.  Attending ESL courses  
 
helped her build her confidence, which resulted in an ability to express what she really wanted  
 
to say.   
 
Now I say, “If you have somebody to speak Spanish on the phone.”  Now I say, “This 
is what I need,” and I don't have to wait any more.  I am not shy anymore.  Now I can 
say something in the way I want to.  Now I'm more secure because even in your 
normal life, when you going to the stores or something, and you can explain more to 
them what you need, they treat you in different way.  So, that's helps to comfort 
yourself, like I can open my mouth, and I have what I want. 
 
 Loren, a 35-year-old stay-at-home mom, reported experiencing the feeling of being 
shy before attending ESL courses.  After she became an ESL student at MWCC, she felt 
encouraged to speak more and more.  
Yeah, before I used to be very shy.  When I tried to speak English, I stopped myself.  I 
didn't want anyone to learn at my English.  I didn't use the grammar correctly and you 
know [laughs], and I have maybe accent, and but when I came here, I don't feel shy 
because the whole students, they are like me, we are same, so yeah.  It encouraged me 
to talk, to talk more, and it's stayed with me.  Outside, outside because the teachers, 
they push us speak English not only to who doesn't know English well, all of us came 
to this country, we didn't speak English at that time, so that what will help you.  Yeah, 
and it helped a lot.   
 
As Loren reflected on how she felt after attending ESL classes, she cited developing her  
 
ability of speaking as one of her major accomplishments. 
 
So, I feel now, maybe I believe in myself more, especially when I speak English with 
other like American people, people outside.  Now, I can call the doctor and take an 
appointment and talk with the doctor and always, I try when I don't know something 
what that it mean, I research:  what that is mean, to talk to the doctor.  So, this thing it 




As Loren talked about her achievements when attending ESL classes at MWCC, she indicated 
that she became more comfortable and less shy to talk to other people.  
As I told you before, I achieved something.  It became easier for me to connect with 
other people, to speak with other people, to ask, to complain something.  I'm not shy 
like before from my look.  It's became more comfortable and easier for me.   
 
 Several other participants also indicated building their confidence after attending ESL 
courses at MWCC.  Elizabeth, a 43-year-old student from Mexico, said,  
I know I’m getting better, and I feel more confident also because I know that I have 
the basis and I have more knowledge and I know that I’m doing it right.  One thing is 
again learning how to speak, you can do a lot of mistakes.  And another thing is like 
how to do it right.  So, it gives you more confidence in what you’re doing.   
 
Being able to control the correctness of speaking English was one of the results Elizabeth 
experienced after taking ESL courses at MWCC.  Development of her confidence was based 
on knowledge she acquired when attending ESL courses.  
 Sofia, a 25-year-old student from Russia, pointed to developing her confidence as she 
learned more vocabulary and was able to control her English: 
But now I'm more confident because I know more words, my vocabulary is bigger ... I 
try to do less mistakes, but, yeah, it's definitely a huge plus, and it's like I see the 
result.  And definitely, it's not regressing, it's always progressing.  It's always better.  
 
 Like Elizabeth and Sofia, Olivia, a 33-year-old student from Mexico, pointed to 
becoming more confident as a result of attending ESL courses: 
I feel a little bit confident.  Step by step, I've been taking here classes as a student, but 
as before, I can say, “I feel so bad, so not confident.  Like too dumb, not smart” and 
thanks to the class I've been taking, I can now, I can also, the teachers helped me to be.  
“Okay, if I'm saying right or wrong, but I'm trying to do my best.” So now, as a 
student, I feel better than before. 
 
As stated by Olivia, being an ESL student at MWCC allowed her to have more courage to 
speak English and feel better about herself.  
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 Juan, a 47-year-old male civil engineer from Columbia, provided an explanation on 
how he developed more assertiveness in speaking English: 
I feel a little bit more security in some activities.  Before, “No, no, no, no.  It’s only in 
English, no.” Before, I might be in 2006 or 2007, I skipped all activities in English 
only.  Right now, English is only, it’s okay, I don’t care.  But, I am in some activities.  
Maybe, no in all the activities, but sometimes okay, it’s maybe not a good idea, but I 
am trying to in many activities with my children, in the school.  Before, I was trying to 
skip some situations.  No, it’s English.  But, right now, “Do you speak Spanish?” No.  
Okay, I will do it in English.  So, right now, I have a problem with AT&T and okay, in 
English, okay.  Before, no, no, no.  No, you don’t speak Spanish, I would call later.   
 
 As stated in this reflection, before attending MWCC, Juan avoided any activities 
involving English.  After starting his education as an ESL student, Juan preferred doing 
everything in English.  Furthermore, as he said, Juan added insights into why he felt more 
secure when speaking.   
 Lino, a 45-year-old male from Mexico, talked about becoming comfortable to express 
himself and being able to communicate with a doctor or in court.   
Before, I feel like hiding because I couldn't express myself or 100 percent and I 
always, I need special like to appear in court or doctor office.  Always I needed an 
interpreter, and now I feel more comfortable to express myself; I can communicate. 
 
 Like Loren and Olivia, Lino pointed out the fact that improving English directly 
contributed to developing his self-confidence.  Moreover, attending ESL classes at MWCC 
allowed him to observe that he was not alone with his problems, which ultimately caused him 
to be more secure as an English-language speaker.  
I have more security now because in the MWCC, I have the opportunity to know all 
the people with different problems.  Before, you are thinking all the people in this 
country speaking English and you are the only Spanglish.  But, in the MWCC, okay 
you can find other people with the same situation, and we can work together.  Right 
now, I have more security because I have some basic rules for some things, and I am 
using these rules, knowledge, and speaking.  I need to know more, I understand, but so 
far, I am more security speaking in English.  I received some good things.  I received 
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more security to speak in any place, in any situation.  This is the better situation for 
me.  Before, I didn’t.  I was trying to skip moments in English.  Right now, I’m not. 
 
 Allison, a 22 year-old-female student from Mexico, also talked about developing 
confidence in speaking after she started attending ESL classes.   
I feel confident of myself.  I feel confident of myself to speak English at work, at 
school, because the more you practice your English, you get used to it.  And, you learn 
to pronounce better the words.  Now, I can communicate better with a person who 
doesn’t know Spanish, who know English, so I communicate with them a lot more 
better and at my work, too, with the customers and outside, too.  Because sometimes, 
when you have problems, there are people who want to help you, and that people 
doesn't know your language, and you have to speak English.  So you can explain what 
is happening.   
 
 Finally, Anna, a 24-year-old female student from Poland, reported how attending ESL 
courses helped her develop confidence in everyday life as she could perform everyday 
activities such as doing shopping, doing an interview, writing letters, and finding a job.  
I feel confident cause most of the classes are from the life.  We talk about real stuff 
like go shopping, like some classes are about job, finding a job, do interview, how 
write letters to some specialist or something.  So, it's like useful stuff.   
 
 As indicated from these participants, all of them recognized the role of taking ESL 
courses at MWCC in developing their self-confidence in speaking English.  All of this caused 
them to become more effective speakers of English, as they could better function in their 
everyday lives when communicating with other people either in person or by phone.   
 By listening to the voices of multiple participants, I could identify the first emergent 
theme that described changes in their self-perceptions.  The first major change they 
experienced in their self-perceptions was being more confident when speaking English after 
starting to attend ESL classes at MWCC.  Before attending ESL classes at MWCC, the 
participants were insecure about their speaking abilities.  Consequently, they were afraid to 
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speak or ask questions, and were even hiding from English speakers to avoid any 
conversations.  Lacking confidence in speaking abilities caused the participants to be nervous, 
stressed, embarrassed, and shy.  First, after starting to take ESL classes at MWCC, they could 
defeat the feeling of uneasiness when speaking English.  Developing their speaking 
confidence was closely associated with their perceptions of developing and improving their 
speaking skills.  As multiple participants indicated, knowledge that they gained at MWCC 
allowed them to be more secure about their speaking abilities as they became aware of proper 
language use when learning grammar and new vocabulary.  In addition to the knowledge 
these adult English-language learners acquired in the noncredit ESL program at MWCC, they 
were given opportunities to practice the language, which contributed to their development of 
assertiveness when speaking English.  Being able to communicate freely in English enabled 
adult English-language learners to be confident in their everyday lives as they became able to 
perform everyday activities such as communicating with doctors, being in court, talking on 
the phone, shopping, writing letters, doing an interview, and finding a job.  
 
Becoming Part of a Community 
 
 
 Attending ESL classes at MWCC and developing confidence in speaking English also 
caused multiple participants to reflect on the change in their perceptions about their place and 
position in the American society.  The ability to communicate with English-language speakers 
influenced effectively and significantly how they viewed themselves in their communities and 
in American society in general.  Similar to their reflections on how attending ESL courses at 
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MWCC contributed to the growth of their confidence, they also reflected on how they felt 
about their position in American society before and after attending ESL courses.  
 One of the participants who reflected on how she felt in American society before and 
after attending ESL courses at MWCC was Anna. 
Before? Ah, I feel like outsourced.  Yes, excluded because everyone would speak 
English.  Yeah, an outsider because everyone was speaking English, and I was like, I 
understand, but when I was talking with somebody, I got always something saying 
something wrong and I was like feeling embarrassed about myself to speak English. 
. . . Before taking ESL I was kind of scared, and now I'm more in, confident.  I can go 
outside and talk English.  I can have fun with my cousins.  She is speaking English 
and have fun with them.   
 
As Anna indicated, before attending ESL classes, she viewed herself as an outsider who was 
always embarrassed because of her language.  The feeling of alienation prevented her from 
becoming a full member of American society, even in her immediate family.  After Anna 
started taking ESL classes, her confidence increased.  Consequently, she started feeling as 
“more in,” causing her to enjoy time spent with her cousins who spoke only English.  
 A similar experience of being excluded was presented by Nicole. Although she had 
been an American citizen for 10 years, she had never felt part of the community before.  After 
becoming more confident about her speaking skills, she started to perceive herself as part of 
it: 
I'm not perfect, I'm not speaking very well, but I feel like I'm a part of this country.  
I'm American citizen for maybe 10 years already, but I didn't feel like I'm part of this 
country because I don't feel like I can communicate with everybody, I didn't feel I 
have my neighbors.  My neighbors, you know, all of them are American, native 
speakers, and I didn't.  So they always were trying to have a conversation with me, but 
I didn't feel kind of like have a conversation with them because I was thinking, well, I 
have only five words to say, and what I'm gonna say next.  So, always I was like 
hiding from them.  Maybe they have a wrong idea from me thinking, but the most I 
was afraid was speaking English.  And now, I know I don't speak a lot, but I feel a lot 




 Emilia was another participant who talked about how her feelings of alienation before 
attending ESL courses caused her to feel about herself in American society: 
And, you know, I tried to speak with the parents, but it was very hard for me.  I always 
like to be in the back and even hide from the people.  You know, it was very hard for 
me.  So, now it’s different.   
 
Furthermore, Emilia reflected on how attending ESL courses helped her feel part of the 
United States as she described herself before attending ESL classes as an isolated individual 
who lived in a Polish community.  However, with time, she could change perceptions about 
herself as she started to view herself as someone who could become a part of the United 
States.  For the first time in her life, she started to consider becoming a United States citizen.  
As she pointed out, she had never thought about it before.  
Before, I was always like kind of separated.  I was with the Polish neighborhood and 
now, every year, now I feel like I want to do that citizenship, because why not? You 
know, I can be like part of this country because you know I want to stay here.  I want 
to live here so I have daughter, I want to be with her.  Why, I can do it, so.  Why not? 
So, it's the first step I want to do the citizenship.  Before I don't even think because my 
main problem it was how to find work and to make money, and that's it.  You know.   
 
How important Emilia viewed becoming a US citizen was expressed in her statement about 
her educational plans as a priority, “I don't want to finish this education only for the seven 
level because I'm not sure.  Maybe now, when I stopped, I need to come back. But, first, I 
need to [do] the citizenship.” 
 Like Anna, Nicole, and Emilia, Javier, a 27-year-old male student from Mexico, also 
pointed to how attending ESL courses at MWCC had influenced his perceptions of his place 
in American society.  
I fit much better now ’cause I, I couldn't even communicate as well as do right now.  
After these two semesters, I'm able to speak a little bit more.  Every day, more and 




 Olivia was another student who described how she felt in American society before 
taking ESL courses at MWCC.  She reflected on how improving her language skills 
contributed to her feeling part of the United States.  
When I came here, it was a block between me and the country because you feel like 
that.  Even like that I liked the country.  This is nice to come here and see the people, 
is very nice even though we don't speak the language, and we don't have this skill to 
be involved in life, and it takes a while.  And because of English, I feel more part of 
this country.  I am feeling like a part of, and after the language, it's grateful to have 
ESL classes at MWCC. 
 
Another student, Maria, talked about how learning English caused her to feel better in 
American society as she reflected on how she felt about herself before and after attending 
ESL courses.  
You know, years ago, I felt, I used this word a lot, I felt frustrated.  I felt like people 
see you like you’re nothing, like nobody.  But not that much, but I felt that a little bit, 
especially when you are looking for a job, and they ask you if you speak English.  But 
only in that way I felt like that.  Now I feel completely same as everybody, even if it’s 
a professional, a doctor, a lawyer, or whoever. 
 
As seen in Maria’s statement, before enrolling in ESL classes, Maria felt as “nobody” in the 
United States society.  Taking ESL classes allowed Maria to improve her speaking skills as 
she developed courage to talk to Americans, and her perceptions about herself changed 
drastically as she started to feel equal to other society members.  Alongside developing her 
identity as an equal individual in society, being able to communicate freely with English-
language speakers made her feel part of the society in which she lived.   
I feel like I don’t know how I can say, but I feel like I wasn’t born here, I’m not 
American.  I’m citizen, but I wasn’t born here, but I feel I’m part of the United States 
now because now I think I can get involved in the society, so I’m not afraid of 
anything.  If somebody, whoever wants to talk with me, I’m not afraid that I’m not 
gonna understand.  I’m not afraid to say, “I don’t understand.” Before I was.  Now I 
know even if I don’t understand, I’m not afraid, I can say, “Can you explain again?” 
98 
 
But, I’m not afraid; before I was.  Now I feel secure even if my English is not 
complete, but I feel better.  So it changed a lot.   
 
 Sofia also talked about the role English played in becoming part of a community.  As a 
result of attending ESL courses at MWCC, Sofia felt a couple of steps closer to integrating 
into American society.  
You want to be the part of the society, but to be the part of the society, you need to 
speak the same language and understand what they are talking about, the ideas.  And I 
think it's like couple steps to the society. 
 
 Finally, Monica was another participant who indicated how learning English allowed 
her to develop better relationships with Americans and speak with them.  “When I started to 
attend ESL, it helped me with relationship with people.  I feel better now because I can talk 
with people than before.” 
 Developing confidence in speaking English contributed directly to the changes of 
participants’ perceptions about their place and position in the American society as they 
reflected on how they lived and felt about themselves in American society before and after 
attending ESL courses.  As posited by many participants, before attending ESL courses at 
MWCC, they viewed themselves as outsiders who had never felt part of the country and 
community they lived in.  Participants’ alienation and contact avoidance with English 
speakers was caused by the feeling of embarrassment they experienced because of their 
inability to communicate.  Consequently, the participants’ interactions were limited to the 
members of their own ethnic groups.  In additional to being separated from American society, 
some participants reported on developing a feeling of being a worse category of citizen, who 
felt looked down on because of their inability to communicate in English.  According to 
participants, developing and improving their speaking skills resulted in them developing the 
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feeling of being part of American society and viewing themselves as equally worthy 
community members.  Furthermore, stopping contact avoidance with English speakers and 
starting to enjoy conversations with them were other effects of becoming more secure about 





 In addition to becoming involved in American society, numerous participants reported 
how they became independent because of their growing confidence in speaking ability.   
 Lino, a 45-year-old male from Mexico, talked about developing his ability to express 
himself, which allowed him to interact directly with English speakers in various situations 
such as visiting doctor’s office or appearing in court.  
Before, I feel like hiding because I couldn't express myself or 100 percent, and I 
always, I need special, like to appear in court or doctor office.  Always I needed an 
interpreter, and now I feel more comfortable to express myself.  I can communicate. 
 
 Grace described how learning English caused her to stop getting help from translators. 
She could not only read and understand contracts, she could explain them to her husband: 
And I help a lot to my husband because now I can explain to him the things, so the 
contracts about the house or something.  I don't have to wait for a translator.  I just 
read the things, so yes, my quality of life changed a lot thanks to MWCC.   
 
 Another student who wanted to become self-reliant was Javier, a 27-year-old student 
from Mexico.  Javier cited becoming independent as the main reason for taking ESL courses.  
Javier recalled being dependent on his two brothers before attending MWCC and expressed 
his frustration associated with it.  
 I was watching TV and all the movies, and I couldn't even understand anything.  And 
the movies were awesome, and I was getting kind of frustrated and then. . .I also 
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[have] my two older brothers speak English, and sometimes, we are going to the 
movie theater or few places, and I have my brother translate everything for me, and I 
felt very bad for that.  I didn't want that to be all the time.  I wanted to be able to say it 
myself and not to have somebody else translate for me.  And the other thing was, I was 
gonna get my ID, and the guy that was at the counter, photo counter.  I was actually 
waiting for my turn to take the picture, and the guy was talking, and I got petrified 
because I didn't know what he was talking about.  And I had to call my brother to help 
me with that and I was very scared, really.  That was one of the other reasons, when I 
realized that I need to learn the language as soon as possible.   
 
After attending ESL classes for two semesters, Javier’s communication skills improved 
significantly as he changed from a “petrified” second-language speaker to someone who 
could control the conversation.  
After these two semesters, I'm able to speak a little bit more.  Every day, more and 
more and more ’cause I'm learned.  I'm pretty sure I learned.  That's the good thing. . . 
. I'm pretty sure I learned ’cause I understand more, and I always like to talk to the 
other people.  If I don't understand, I try to change the subject, so I can keep the 
conversation going.   
 
Marlene, a 44-year-old student from Poland, also felt that she became more 
independent after taking ESL courses at MWCC.  Before attending MWCC, Marlene’s 
husband was the one who communicated with the teachers of their children and in any other 
places.  
I learned more here only I was speaking also.  I always try to communicate....But 
before, my husband go to the school with the kids to talk to the teachers [and] in other 
one places and offices or something.  He was talking all the time.  I know I don't have 
problem with that; I can go talk to the teachers and just changed this much because I 
am not working right now. 
 
 Maria was another student who acknowledged her constant reliance on her husband as 
she asked him to make calls for her.  However, after taking ESL courses, Maria became 
capable of having such conversations on her own.  
Something that motivated me is when I ask my husband, “Can you call insurance for 
this, can you call that for this or call this place because they called and need this 
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information,” and he always say, “You do it, you do it.” And I said, “I can’t.  I don’t 
everything,” and he said, “Try; you do it, you can do it with other people.” But I say, 
“By phone it’s different, I can’t see the people.” And, that made me mad that he didn’t 
want to help me.  But now I think it was better for me.  Now I can talk with my 
daughter’s doctor because the oldest is to going to psychologist, and sometimes I have 
to make decisions with her psychologist to talk about my daughter. 
 
 Natalia, a 41-year-old hairdresser, reflected on how she felt before attending ESL 
courses at MWCC, as she indicated that now she could do many more things than she used to 
be able to do: 
Oh, very frustrated because before, I had to ask everybody for help to do a phone call, 
to help me to understand doctor letter, to understand how to choose something.  So it's 
a big difference.  Now I can listen to somebody conversation and understand, and I 
feel so happy because I know what they are talking or what they are asking me or what 
they want from me.  Yeah, so I feel a big difference.  Before, I was so shy to say even 
hello because I didn't know what they wanna answer, so, yeah. 
 
Moreover, becoming independent from her husband was one of the major life changes that 
she experienced after attending ESL courses.  “Yeah, of course, it helped me a lot.  I used to 
ask even my husband to help me with my daughter’s homework and waiting for answer made 
me frustrating.”  Knowing English and being an independent person also helped Natalia to 
become an American citizen.  Natalia explained how knowing English contributed to passing 
her citizenship exam: 
I became a resident.  And that day, I told myself, in three years, you have to become 
American citizen.  I read all the information by myself, nobody helped me, just me.  
So, I went to the immigration, I did the test, so I passed.  Nobody helped me, just me.  
So, yeah.  That helped me a lot.  Even I know I can do more.  But right now, I have 
daughters, but I know I can do more if I want and I put what I want to do.   
 
 Loren, a mother of three, recalled being constantly dependent on her friend before 
attending ESL courses at MWCC.  Loren reflected on asking her friend for help with her 
children’s homework.  
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Yeah, at the beginning, I used to call my friend, you know, sometimes, I understand, 
but I don't have my confidence, it's not really good with English.  I always called my 
friend, “Oh, can you tell me, he has a homework.” And sometimes, I take a picture and 
send it for her, but my friend, she has five kids, too.  Oh my God, I feel shy all the 
time, I have to call her.  I have to do something.  So, when I start to come here, it 
became very easy for me to help my kids with their homework.  Yeah.   
 
After taking ESL courses, Loren not only stopped asking her friend for help, but she started to 
view helping her children as an easy task.   
 Olivia, talking about how her life had changed, stated that she became an independent 
person because she could understand and express herself.  All of this caused her to feel not 
afraid anymore.  
And of course, [it] changed a lot.  A lot, a lot, and I feel, if somebody speak to me, 
come to me, or I need something to speak English, I can pretty much understand.  If I 
don't understand, I can ask them, “Can you explain me?” or “Can you tell me in 
different way.” And I'm pretty sure I can understand, and I feel like, yes, I am 
independent person.  After all this time, it's been hard to get where I feel now, which is 
good.  I feel better.  I feel like not 100 percent English speaker, but I feel I can express 
myself, I can be independent.  I can go somewhere, I don't feel afraid of get lost. 
 
 Finally, Nicole reflected on how not knowing English limited her and caused her to 
depend on other people in many areas of her life.  All of this made Nicole feel depressed, as 
she described in an interview: 
I was comfortable in my small world, my job, my family, Spanish and Spanish, but I 
couldn't go farther with that.  I couldn't go to a bank and ask for something because I 
was afraid of, and that's about the thing.  It's like depressing that you cannot do 
nothing by yourself unless somebody will help you, unless they speak your language.  
It's depressing, it's really, really depressing.  So, that's why we have to learn English, 
and this is the only school that's in the area, and it's a good school.   
 
Moreover, as Nicole was talking about the reasons for studying English, she pointed at the 
importance of being independent: 
If I don't speak English, I'm not gonna do anything.  Especially, when you have small 
kids and you have to take them to the doctor.  It's very difficult, it's very hard.  The 
103 
 
first time, I remember when I got pregnant and I didn't speak English, I have to keep 
asking to friends to take me to the doctor and they will interpret me, and it was the 
people have always something to do and it's not good to asking them always, so you 
have to learn it.   It's not other way.  You have to learn it.  Otherwise, you gonna keep 
on the dark.  That's what I felt. 
 
 Development of adult English-language learners’ confidence resulting from improving 
their speaking skills played a significant role in becoming independent.  Again, multiple 
participants reported on the differences in performing everyday life activities before and after 
attending ESL courses at MWCC.  Before they started to attend ESL courses, they reported on 
their inability to do things on their own; they had to depend constantly on family members, 
friends, or other people.  Being unable to do things on their own caused participants to feel 
badly about themselves, shy, and frustrated and even contributed to developing the feeling of 
fear.  After starting ESL courses at MWCC, the participants were capable of doing things on 
their own, which caused them not only to feel better about themselves but, above all, to 
develop the feeling of security in their lives. 
 
Feeling Better in Life 
 
 
 In addition to developing the feeling of self-confidence, multiple participants reported 
feeling better in their lives after attending ESL courses at MWCC as they talked about 
changes that took place in various aspects of their lives.  Feeling alive and young, developing 
more interests, commenting on what their lives looked like before enrolling in ESL classes, 
and how they viewed their previous occupations were the main themes of participants’ 
reflections.  For example, Nicole, in answering a question about a favorite thing about 
MWCC, indicated that learning English allowed her to feel alive and young again.  
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My favorite thing is like I feel like I'm alive.  I feel like I'm alive.  I feel like I'm 
young, and I remember my school when I was young.  Before, I think that I'm, you 
know that I'm too old to go back to school.  Well, my kids.  I'm old, I'm just supposed 
to get any job that I can get and just wait, and I felt old.  But when I came here, I just 
came to alive, and I feel like I'm in my better years and I don't know.  I wanna keep 
studying, and I'll do it. 
 
In addition to feeling young and alive, attending ESL courses allowed Nicole to become 
aware that it is never too late to go back to school.  She felt that her age did not influence her 
chances and abilities to learn, although she had felt differently about it in the past.  Perceiving 
a profound role of ESL classes on her life, Nicole stated how she felt after enrolling in them:  
I came back in 2012.  I felt a lot, a lot better, more confident.  I think I have a lot of 
confidence in myself speaking even though if they don't understand me, I can try or 
say in another way, but it changed my life.  Really, now I feel really good, and I 
wanna keep studying, and I wanna keep learning, and it's like two different worlds like 
not speaking English. 
 
At the same time, Nicole regretted the fact of not coming to school earlier, as she indicated 
that having enrolled in ESL courses earlier would have saved her “a lot of pain.” 
I don't remember if I talked to you about my jobs.  They put me in a position like 
customer service.  I was so afraid, sometimes I would cry because I have to 
communicate with the customers by e-mail, but I was so afraid to communicate with 
them, and I didn't know how and I was thinking.  When I came to school, it was so 
easy just to come to school and learn, so I could avoid a lot of pain, a lot of pain, 
because I could just communicate informal, and with customers it has to be a formal 
communication.  And it was a very hard time.  It was a very, very hard time.  So, well, 
I guess I think that everybody they are supposed to come to school and learn English 
and, you know, all the time. 
 
As seen in Nicole’s reflections, doing her job was a tedious task that took a toll on her as she 
did not know the formal language used at work.  Taking ESL courses at MWCC was viewed 
by Nicole a solution to the problems she had experienced at work.  
 Maria was another participant who reported how attending ESL courses at MWCC 
made her feel alive, motivated, and enthusiastic about doing new things. 
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I feel motivated, I feel enthusiastic, I feel like I want to do something else.  And I feel 
like I’m not dead, I’m alive, and I want to do as much as I can.  When I started, I liked 
to prove myself that I can do it because I was thinking that I was too old for that, and I 
thought that my brain, my memory, wasn’t working that good.  But when I finished 
the GED, I was so happy, I proved myself, and that motivated me more, and at the 
same time, I was taking English classes, the first course that I took at MWCC, and that 
motivate me more to keep going to school and help me, I don’t know how to say that, 
it made me feel better about myself because I know that I can do it.  Doesn’t matter 
how old you are. 
 
Besides Maria, Liliana, a 52-year-old factory worker, felt that taking classes at 
MWCC made her feel great and awoke in her interests in many new and different things.  
Similar to Nicole and Maria, Liliana became aware of her abilities to do things.  Liliana also 
regretted not having taken ESL courses earlier in her life.   
I feel so great.  Ah, I have more interest now.  I feel great, and I have too many things 
in my mind; if I can get some the first time, I felt great and positive.  I want to do.  I 
can do it.  I can do it.  It's a challenge, but I can do it.  So I feel positive and I feel 
great.  The courses help me too much because in another case, I don't have interest for 
nothing.  Yeah, now it's three years ago I started, and I feel better, and I feel frustrated 
why a few years ago, I didn't continue with studying English.  But, it's not the case 
now because now I go and I go.  I don't know when to stop, but every day I learn 
different things.   
 
 Javier described how taking ESL classes caused him to feel better as he explained how 
he felt before and after attending ESL classes.  Similar to Nicole and Liliana, Javier expressed 
his regret for not having taken ESL courses earlier in his life.  
I think I was wasting my time here cause I mean, it's fine to watch TV, but that's not it.  
You need to do find something different than just doing that.  I mean, sometimes, I 
was thinking about why I was not going to school.  So I'm pretty sure I was wasting 
my time.  I learned, but I could have learned more if I took classes before.  I mean, 
sometimes I feel bad with myself for having wasted pretty much couple years.  I was, I 
don't know.  I felt bad for not being committed to myself and to the other things that I 
knew I could do.   
 
In answering the question about how he felt after attending ESL classes, Javier stated that it 
made him feel much better than before because now he knew that he was doing the right 
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thing.  Although he regretted not having taken ESL courses earlier, he viewed attending ESL 
classes as a new opportunity for which it was never too late to take advantage.  
I feel much better because after leaving the classes, when I get home, I feel that I am 
doing the right thing now.  I think that all the time that I wasted doesn't matter 
anymore.  So, I mean, it took me time to decide to go back to class, to go back to 
school I guess, but that time, it's just, it doesn't matter anymore because I'm already 
going to school again.  I just don't go back to past again.  It's not worth it.  You get 
mad, it's not worth it.  It's never late to do something that you wanted before.  It's 
never late for a new start. 
 
Allison reflected on how she felt before and after attending ESL courses, as she 
indicated that taking ESL courses allowed her to get closer to reaching her goals.  
Before, I feel like I wasn't doing anything.  I feel bad because I wasn't in a school and 
wasn't doing anything.  And, now I feel like good with myself because maybe I am 
learning a little bit of everything to get to my goals. 
 
Olivia was another study participant who talked about experiencing a big change in 
how she felt before and after taking ESL courses.  
Because I didn't speak English.  I didn't know anything about English.  Like I said, I 
felt not confident, I felt bad.  I felt like without any part of my person.  Like not smart, 
like really dumb.  And I felt lost.  Yeah, I felt lost in this place.   
 
Attending ESL courses had a positive effect on Olivia’s life as she felt better because she 
became able to express herself in English.  As reflected in Olivia’s next statement, being 
capable of expressing herself was one of her life goals, which she felt she had finally reached.  
After all this time it's been hard to get where I feel now, which is good.  I feel better.  I 
feel like not 100 percent English speaker, but I feel I can express myself, I can be 
independent.  I can go somewhere, I don't feel afraid of, of get lost.  Even speaking or 
somebody, and sometimes people make fun of you and make you feel bad, so after all 
that is, oh my gosh, is big, big difference.  I feel, I know I'm not 100 percent English 
speaker.  I feel very great, great because I can say something, I can express myself 




 Improving participants’ speaking skills led to the change in how they started to feel 
about themselves in their lives.  As many of the participants indicated, they felt alive and 
young again, began to develop more interests, and felt motivated and enthusiastic about doing 
new things in their lives.  They also regretted not taking ESL courses earlier and considered 
the time of not attending ESL classes as wasted time.  Finally, before they started attending 
MWCC, many participants reported feeling bad about themselves and unfulfilled in their 
lives.  After they started their education at MWCC, they changed their views about 
themselves from perceiving themselves as incomplete, unfulfilled, and lost to self-assured 
individuals who could express themselves and feel good about themselves.  
 
Feeling Better about Oneself as a Parent 
 
 
 In addition to feeling better about themselves, multiple participants described how 
they changed their perceptions of themselves as parents after enrolling in ESL courses at  
MWCC.  When talking about the reasons for taking ESL courses at MWCC, many subjects 
pointed to their children.  Being able to help their children with homework, having 
conversations with their teachers or other school officials, and being able to understand and 
talk to a doctor about their children were some of the reasons why participants wanted to 
improve their English skills.  Moreover, some of the participants reflected on the changes of 
their identity as parents.  
 One of the participants who noticed a change in oneself as a parent was Emilia who 
reflected on her experiences with English before attending ESL classes.  
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So I came to MWCC when my daughter was in kindergarten because it was shock for 
me, and when I was in the meeting and the teacher, and she started talking to me, I 
couldn’t understand.  So, it was the first experience.   
 
As a result of her experience, Emilia decided to take ESL classes in order to help her daughter 
with homework and participate in her social life.    
The main reason was my daughter.  I tried to help her, but I can’t [couldn’t] because of 
the homeworks.  She had a lot of homeworks, and I tried to help her, but I was not 
sure we’re doing correct, so.  And also, she had many friends at school, in 
kindergarten, the first grade, and the people, they still invited her for the party, and I 
was very shy.  And, you know, I tried to speak with the parents, but it was very hard 
for me.  I always like to be in the back and even hide from the people.  You know, it 
was very hard for me.  So now it’s different.  And she has many friends, and the 
friends come over to my house, and they play together.  Now it’s easy…so now she is 
in the second grade, but she did program with the third graders, and she had a lot of 
projects and everything, and I don't have problem to help her.  And sometimes, she 
needs to write paragraphs.  They start paragraphs, and you know, it was very helpful 
because I know the rules, and I can help her.  So sometimes, when I get the papers 
from the school how to do, it's, for me, it's nothing new.  I know how to do.  Before, I 
showed that paper for my husband.  He was, “I don't have idea what they talking 
about.” So, it was very helpful for me.   
 
As expressed in Emilia’s reflections, enrolling in ESL courses helped Emilia as a parent a 
great deal as it allowed her to get involved in her daughter’s social life and assist her daughter 
with homework.  For example, Emilia could help her daughter write paragraphs, which she 
learned at MWCC.  Knowing how to write paragraphs made Emilia feel good about herself as 
a parent because she knew what to do when her child needed help.  Furthermore, she 
underscored the fact that she could become independent from her husband when helping her 
daughter with homework.  Emilia also viewed attending ESL courses at MWCC as a turning 
point in her life as she talked about her identity as a parent before and after attending the 
courses.   
You know, I now don't need to worry.  Before, I was like, you know, kids at school, 
they're always talking about their parents.  So one day, my daughter, she asked me, 
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“Mommy, can I go with you to work?”  How?  I'm a cleaning lady.  I can't show my 
daughter my work because you know, what she can tell to the kids?  [laughs and 
cries].  My mother cleaning the houses?  And maybe your mother's house?  I was, you 
know, you understand me.  But now, okay, I can take you to my work. 
 
Before starting a new job, Emilia was ashamed of her work as a cleaning lady, and she felt 
shameful to admit this fact to her daughter.  After changing her job, possibly due to the fact 
that she improved her speaking skills, Emilia started to feel better about herself and was 
comfortable to talk to her daughter about her work.  How Emilia felt about herself after 
getting a new job is seen in the following statement: 
Now, I don't need to worry because I only have one daughter, and you know, and 
when she talking with the friends about her family, “Oh, my daddy is working in the 
office and mommy she is working in this company.” I don't need to worry she can be, 
I don't how the words is, is ashamed because it's only kids.  And, you know, she is 
happy.  I was at school because sometimes when she was talking with the friends, oh, 
“Because my mommy is still going to school, and she is doing the ESL classes.” 
 
Having a new job allowed Emilia to feel secure about herself as a mother because she knew 
that her daughter would not be embarrassed about her mother’s job.  The last sentence of the 
quote was pronounced by Emilia with pride in her voice, which underlined the fact that 
Emilia felt much better about herself as a parent. 
 Maria was another participant who indicated that her main reasons for enrolling in 
ESL courses were her daughters.  
Because sometimes I felt frustrated when I can’t help my kids with their homework.  
And because I didn’t understand and felt like I need to do something.  So, that’s why I 
decided to go to school.   
 
As Maria spoke about her goals before and after attending ESL courses, she identified 
changes that took place in her life.  
It changed because I can speak more English even with my daughters.  Sometimes, I 
don’t want to speak too much English with them because I want them to learn 
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Spanish, too.  But I speak English with them, and I can speak more in my daughters’ 
school.  I can involve in more things as a volunteer.  I go to field trips, I go to school 
and help when they have programs, and even every time I have to talk with the 
teachers, with the principal.  Even when they have a problem or something, I just go 
and talk with them.  If I have to go again, I take my husband.  It depends on the 
problem, but yes, I can get involved in more things, and I feel better.  I feel better, I 
feel better. 
 
As a result of taking ESL classes, Maria could not only speak more English with her 
daughters, but she could also be more involved in their school life as she could volunteer in 
school activities as well as have conversations with their teachers and principal.  In addition to  
talking to her daughter’s teachers and principal, taking ESL courses helped Maria develop 
conversation skills that enabled her to talk with her daughter’s psychologist.  
Now I can talk with my daughter’s doctor because the oldest is to going to 
psychologist, and sometimes I have to make decisions with her psychologist to talk 
about my daughter. 
 
Taking ESL courses at MWCC also changed the way Maria viewed her identity as a mother. 
As indicated by Maria, her daughters were excited about her education which motivated and 
encouraged Maria to continue her studies and made her excited about her educational 
endeavors.   
So, and even for my daughters because they’re excited because I go to nurse school 
and they say, “Are you going to be a nurse or a doctor?” And I say, “No, I wish I can 
be a doctor, but I’m not.”  But, they are excited, and that help me.  When I see them, 
they charge my batteries.  I feel more enthusiastic, and I want to do something else.  
So, they feel proud of me.   
 
All in all, attending ESL courses not only caused Maria to feel motivated, enthusiastic, and 
alive, but it also contributed to Maria feeling better about herself as a mother.  
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Another participant who started to feel better about herself as a parent was Natalia. 
Similar to Maria, Natalia became able to assist her daughters with homework and became 
independent from her husband.   
Yeah, of course, it helped me a lot.  I used to ask even my husband to help me with my 
daughter’s homework and waiting for answer made me frustrating.  Now, even with 
my daughters help, and my English understanding, we can do a lot of things.  So, I 
don't have a doubt about the English program, the ESL program, it helped me a lot. 
 
Furthermore, Natalia wanted her daughters to feel proud of her as they talked with their 
friends about their mother.  Attending MWCC made Natalia feel better, as she perceived 
herself as a role model to her daughters.  
I have two daughters, and I don't want, they are in Level [Grade] 6, and sometimes 
they say, “My friend's father went to another country because he is a supervisor” or 
“the mother travels a lot because she is, she has a profession or something.”  So I want 
to have a profession where also my daughters feel in the future happy about me.  
Because also they said, “Oh, you don't have a college because you are from another 
country, right, Mom?”  Yeah.  The comparison and the levels that it's not good.  I don't 
know if I can reach it later, but that's my idea.   
 
Although Natalia did not really know if she was going to reach her goals or not, she wanted to 
ensure that her daughters had a better future as they saw her reaching her educational goals.  
Natalia did not want her daughters to perceive her as an immigrant who did not have any 
education.  She wanted to set a good example for her daughters, so they could pursue further 
education even though they were children of immigrants. 
 Another participant who noticed a change in herself as a parent was Nicole, who also 
talked about her children as one of the main reasons for enrolling in ESL courses. 
I'm living in the country, and they don't speak my language.  If I don't speak English, 
I'm not gonna do anything.  Especially when you have small kids and you have to take 
them to the doctor.  It's very difficult, it's very hard.  Your kids born here, they attend 
to school, you have to meet with the teacher, you have to ask them, you have to.  
That's a very important thing you have to do.  Especially with the doctors, the 
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teachers, and if you don't speak English, the kids are growing, and they can take you 
to the teacher, and they can say whatever they want.  And it's like you have to learn 
English. 
 
As Nicole was reflecting on how attending ESL classes at MWCC helped her reach her goals, 
she highlighted the differences between the communication she had with her children’s 
teachers before and after attending MWCC.  
I could communicate with my kids' teachers, but at some point it was just making the 
basic questions, and I couldn't go farther even though if I had more questions, I didn't 
know how to ask them, or I didn't have enough vocabulary to ask whatever I want.  
And now, well my kids, two of them are not in school any more, they're working right 
now, but I have one.  My daughter, my baby, she's almost 17 [laughs], and she's still in 
high school.  So I feel like I can communicate with her teachers when there is 
meetings with them and she has having a hard time with one assignment, so I could 
ask her, and I was able the clear idea what was going on, what really was happening.  
Because my daughter was telling me, “Oh, this is, I don't get the class, and this very 
hard, and bluh, bluh, bluh” and you know they're gonna give you a lot of excuses, and 
when I was talking to her teacher, she gave the clear idea what was happening with her 
and found out that it wasn't really what she was telling me.  She was worrying more to 
making social life than to keep working on their assignments, and she was trying to 
look like her teacher wasn't explaining good enough.  And so, talking with her and 
asking her, so, that's why it's helping me.   
 
After attending ESL courses at MWCC, Nicole’s conversation skills improved significantly, 
and she was able to express herself better.  Before enrolling in ESL classes, Nicole lacked the 
vocabulary to say what she really wanted to say and viewed her conversational skills as basic.  
Being able to convey what she meant caused Nicole to feel better about herself as a parent 
because she could resolve school problems her daughter had and become an informed and 
conscientious parent.  
Another female participant who felt better about herself as a parent was Loren.   
When reflecting on how she felt after attending ESL classes at MWCC, Loren indicated that 
she could help her children better.  “So I feel now, maybe I believe in myself more, especially 
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when I speak English with other, like American people, people outside.  So, I can help my 
kids better than before.”  The ability to assist her children better than before was perceived by 
Loren as an accomplishment because, throughout the interview, Loren underscored the 
importance of her children in her life several times.  “The most important thing is my kids at 
this time.  They still young and nobody can help them than me....My whole life there are my 
kids.” 
 In addition to female participants, Juan, a 47-year-old civil engineer from Columbia, 
stated that taking ESL classes made him feel better about himself as a father, as he could fully 
participate in his children’s school lives.  
I can apply new rules in his or her homework and to have a better communication with 
people around the children, like, my daughter is playing basketball in a basketball 
team and her coach speaks English only, so I need to talk with the coach [laughs]....I 
feel a little bit more security in some activities.  Before, “No, no, no, no.  It’s only in 
English, no.”  Before, I might be in 2006 or 2007, I skipped all activities in English 
only.  Right now, English is only, it’s okay, I don’t care.  But, I am in some activities.  
Maybe, no in all the activities, but sometimes okay, it’s maybe not a good idea, but I 
am trying to in many activities with my children, in the school.   
 
 As seen throughout the participants’ narrations, they started to feel better about their 
lives because they could observe changes in how they viewed themselves as parents.  From 
parents who had limited communication with their children’s teachers, school officials, and 
doctors and limited capabilities of helping their children with homework, they became fully 
functioning parents who were capable of having complete conversations with their children’s 
teachers, school officials, and doctors.  Most importantly, they could help their children with 
homework, and they could do it independently from others.  As indicated by many adult 
English-language learners, the major reasons why they decided to enroll in ESL courses were 
their limitations as described above.  Being able to perform these activities made the 
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participants feel good about themselves as parents because they could fully participate in their 
children’s lives.  From being frustrated, they became fully involved parents who could start 
participating in their children’s lives as volunteers in and outside school activities.   
 In addition to developing the capacity to be completely involved in their children’s 
lives, multiple participants reported feeling better about themselves in regard to their identity 
as parents.  First, some participants (especially women) viewed attending ESL courses as 
something that they and their children were proud of and perceived it as an activity that set a 
good example for their children.  Other women participants reported changes in their parent 
identity as they transformed from being embarrassed and ashamed to secure mothers. 
 
Part II:  “I Changed My Life Like 100 Percent”: 
English Learning and Life Transitions 
 
 
 In addition to changes that took place in participants’ perceptions about themselves, 
multiple participants reported that attending ESL courses at MWCC contributed to their life 
changes.  As some participants reported on major life changes, such as finding a better job or 
finding a job as a result of attending ESL classes at MWCC, some pointed to subtle life 
changes, such as becoming aware of new opportunities or possibilities in their lives.  
 
Job Change/Finding a Job 
 
  
 Being able to find a better job was one life change that participants perceived as a 
result of attending ESL courses at MWCC.  Emilia experienced this particular life change due 
to improving her speaking skills.  Although she was insecure about her speaking abilities in 
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the beginning levels of ESL classes, with time, she could observe changes in her speaking 
abilities.  She described her experiences in the ESL program as follows:  
When I came, I took test, and I want to start the first level, but the lady, she said, “No, 
your test is very good, and you need to start from the fourth level.” So, after first two 
classes, I went back to the office, and I started talk with [staff name], and she said, 
“No, you can do it.  You need to stay and listen.  After six or seven classes you can 
come back, and we can see.” So I stayed, and I took the fourth level three times.  But 
the second semester was better, and the third, it was perfect for me.  And later, I took 
the fifth level; I don’t remember the teachers, but it was better and better.  But I was 
still very quiet.  The worst part was to speak English for me.  I can write, I can do 
everything, I did the exercises, but speaking was the worst part for me.  Even when I 
was in [teacher’s name] class, it was sixth level, it was hard for me.  Actually, I start 
speak after I finished [teacher’s name] class.  And I remember, after I finished 
[teacher’s name], I start the next semester, and I start thinking about change my job.  
Before, I was cleaning lady, many, many years.  So I decided to change my job, and 
now I’m working in an American company.  I don’t speak Polish, so last year was 
very hard for me, but I changed my life like 100 percent.  So now, I’m happy.  It’s 
hard.  It’s not perfect company, it’s a small company, but they give chance to change 
something.  It’s totally different.  Before, I was cleaning lady, but now it’s different.   
 
Being able to find a different job was a life-changing experience for Emilia because she felt 
ashamed of what she was doing.  
Now I can tell people what I do.  Before, when I was in the fourth level, sometimes, I 
needed to lie.  I know.  I don't like to do this, you know, when I was writing paragraph 
about my life, it was like my first paragraph, it was better for me to write, “I stay home 
with my family, my daughter” than to tell what I was doing.  You know.  But you 
know, I didn't know any way to change this before.  When I came, I opened the 
newspaper, and you know I was looking for the job in the Polish newspaper because I 
need to find some job. 
 
Although Emilia perceived her cleaning job as temporary, she could not change anything in 
her life because of her speaking skills.  Taking ESL classes at MWCC allowed Emilia to 




 A similar experience to Emilia’s was described by Olivia, who talked about her ability 
to find a new job as a life-changing experience.  
Oh yeah, a lot.  Yes, it changed from the beginning and now, yes.  [I have] been 
working in a factory in the third shift as laborer.  I had two part-times.  One as a 
waitress in a restaurant and also, now [I] have a part-time in an office, in accounting.  
It's a part-time, but my goal is to be involved in it and having full-time in the future.  
Like I'm saying, I don't have wonderful, big, huge job, but I feel happy for the one that 
I have. 
 
As Olivia was talking about reaching her short- and long-term goals, she indicated that she 
reached her short-term goals while she was still working on her long-term goals.  Getting a 
better job was viewed by Olivia as one of her short-term goals that would not have been 
possible to accomplish without taking ESL classes at MWCC.  
Well, I used to have short goals and long-term goals.  By long-term goals, I'm not yet 
finished, but I want to.  But, my short goals, I can say it's been every class, finish my 
class, and then other my short goals is to speak little bit more English, understand 
English, which is good, having a better job.  Like I'm saying, I don't have wonderful, 
big, huge job, but I feel happy for the one that I have.  I couldn't have it before if I 
didn't speak English. 
 
As seen in Olivia’s statement, changing her job would not have been possible without 
developing her English skills.  How much she learned at MWCC was especially clear as she 
talked about the things she learned while attending ESL classes at MWCC.  
Honestly, I learned all my language skills.  Like I'm saying I don't have much contact 
with English people, so at the beginning I couldn't speak, and people say, “You go to 
school, and you will speak.”  Well, because it's different when people go out and have 
contact, have some relationship with someone who speak English, they probably speak 
very well.  They learn how to speak, but different than me because sometimes I'm out, 
and I'm shy to speak English.  [I am] really shy because I feel like I'm not really good, 
so pretty much English speaking, listening, writing, I learned from here, from school, 





As presented in Olivia’s statement, she did not have many opportunities to learn 
English in everyday life because of a lack of contact with English speakers.  In addition, she 
described herself as a shy person.  Consequently, the only place where she could learn and 
practice English skills was at MWCC.  As Olivia stated, her experience of learning English at  
MWCC was quite positive, and she indicated that all the English she had learned took place at  
 
MWCC.    
 
Adriana was another participant who described the influence of attending ESL classes 
as life changing.  Like Olivia, Adriana was convinced that without taking ESL classes and 
developing her speaking skills, finding a job would not have been possible.   
Now I'm just waiting for the results of my job.  I'm gonna get a job.  If it wasn't for 
MWCC, I couldn't have make it.  Yeah, I couldn't have made it.  Yeah, because it's 
like a repetition and practice and practice.  Now, it's more natural because at the 
beginning, it was like I just hesitated in every statement, in every conversation more 
than now.  I have trouble speaking, but at the beginning, it was worse, trust me.  And 
now, my life has changed because I'm going to get a job, I'm sure about it.  So, now I 
can feel like, sometimes, I feel English more natural.  I'm not forced to speak, if 
somebody asks me something, for example in the store or downtown, I'm able to 
explain them, and I'm able to have a little conversation, maybe to say, “Oh, turn left” 
or to give some directions.  Something like that.  Ah, I feel proud of myself because 
now I can speak better. 
 
How greatly MWCC influenced Adriana’s life was seen as she described how she felt about 
herself and her speaking skills before attending ESL classes at MWCC.  
I used to feel very shy.  I wasn't very comfortable speaking English.  I couldn't 
imagine to have an interview like at this moment before to study at MWCC.  Ah, I feel 
like, I even got a job interview and I even felt really comfortable talking, speaking 
with the person who interviewed me, and yeah, I think I'm more secure to say 
something, more comfortable speaking and, what else?  Writing and reading and yeah, 




Adriana not only developed her speaking skills and confidence, but also found the tools at 
MWCC that helped her find a job as she had an opportunity to practice job interviews and 
write a resume and cover letter.   
You have the opportunity to practice job interviews, they teach you how to do a 
resume, a cover letter, and we as adults, we have that necessity to learn.  It's like more 
they are more in that way how and why we want to learn English.  And I think it's 
almost the same goal or the same achievement for every student to get a job or to 
improve your language because of your job.  And they have a lot of tools or 
workshops, like the one job interviews, or resume, or cover letter.  I think it's more in 
that way, the program.  And I think it's good.   
 
Finally, as Adriana reflected on how she felt about herself after attending ESL classes.  She 
indicated that, thanks to MWCC, she became aware of opportunities of which she could take 
advantage, for example, in finding a job.  
Okay, after, I feel like I have more opportunities in a lot of ways.  Maybe, as I told you 
to get a job.  I don't feel like at the beginning, I was, “No, I don't want to go.” I didn't 
even want to have an interview because I didn't feel comfortable or secure.  I was like, 
“No, I'm not gonna make it, or no, I don't want to have troubles,” and now, yeah, I feel 
that I can a lot of things that I could never imagine. 
 
 Another participant who perceived a difference in her life was Grace, who talked 
about how her life changed after attending ESL classes at MWCC.  Grace indicated that she 
was able to find a job because she improved her speaking skills.  
Yes, it changed because, thank you to MWCC, I speak more English.  It was hard for 
me find a job.  Now I found a job because one of my friends met me with her boss, 
and we went out just for drinking something, coffee or something.  She was so nice, 
and she give me a job.  So I think it's a life changed.   
 
 Georgia, a 30-year-old female student from Mexico, reflected on how her life changed 
after attending ESL courses at MWCC, as she indicated that she found a better job that she 
liked.  Although she said that her current job was not something she would like to do her 
entire life, she was happy doing it.  “Yes, it changed.  Right now, I got a better job that I like 
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it, and you know, it's not something I want to do for every day in my life, but I'm doing 
something that I like it.”  As Georgia talked about her new job, she mentioned her frustration 
before attending ESL classes.  Because of her limited English-language skills, Georgia felt 
incapable of finding a better job.  Taking ESL courses and improving her English skills 
contributed to finding a job that was not ideal but better than the previous one.  
Before I started coming here?  Ah, I remember something that I was thinking make me 
still taking classes.  That was one of the last jobs.  It was in a factory, and I don't want 
to say that job - that's not really good, but I don't like this experience, and I said to 
myself that I have to learn English if I wanna get a better job.  I don't like to spend a 
lot of time in a close place, and that's something I don't like it.  That's something that I 
decided to study ESL classes because I don't like staying in those kinds of places....I 
felt terrible because I don't speak any word, so that made me frustrate.  So that's why I 
said, “You have to learn English and have to learn something else, too, to get a better  
job.” Yeah. 
 
 A few more participants talked about becoming confident in their ability to find a job 
or a better job in the future.  Among these was Nicole.  Even though Nicole had not found a 
job yet, she felt much more competent to find one in the future.  
And, I know that right now I don't have a job, but I think I feel more competitive 
because I can go and ask for a job, and I can communicate with the people, and I'm not 
good,  not perfect yet, but I think that I can find a place for me to work.   
 
The confidence in finding a job Nicole developed when attending MWCC was seen as she 
reflected how MWCC influenced her life.  
I feel happy to come here to MWCC because I think it's the best thing I could go after 
I lost my job.  That's the best thing I could do instead of staying home, got depressed, 
lost my job.  What I'm gonna do?  I don't have job yet, but I feel more comfortable.  
Maybe I have to upgrade myself, get new tools for to be competitive in job market, but 
I think I'm in the right place.   
 
Furthermore, she expressed her belief that knowing and improving English were factors that 
contributed to having a better chance of finding a job.  
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I think that everybody they are supposed to come to school and learn English and you 
know.  All the time, when I have friends and I know they are not speaking English.   I 
have three friends that I brought them here.  And encouraged them: “You have to 
come to school and learn English.  Believe me, it's gonna change your life.” Because 
they can't change jobs because they don't speak English.  They don't speak English, 
and I'm always telling them, “It's always a good thing; do it, do it.” 
  
 Ideas similar to Nicole’s were also expressed by Liliana, who referred to attending 
ESL classes as life changing.  After becoming an ESL student, Liliana believed that her 
chances of finding a better job had increased because she had improved her English skills.  
Her confidence was especially visible when comparing the English skills she had a year ago 
to those she had now.  
I think it changed because I think I can get a better job because they want a person to 
speak English, and I really understand what they want, and I have some skills in the 
factory because some time ago, one person told me he wants help for parts, but they 
need to speak a little English, and I tried, but I didn't speak English, but I tried it, and I 
think if this kind of job is now, I'm ready for that.  I don't need help because I know 
how to read and understand what they say.   
 
As presented above, adult English-language learners perceived that their lives changed 
after starting to attend noncredit ESL classes at MWCC.  The first major life change described 
by the participants was their ability to change or find a job.  According to many participants, 
attending ESL courses played a significant role in helping them improve their speaking skills 
which contributed directly to their ability to change or find a job.  These particular life 
changes were perceived by the participants as a result of having opportunities to properly 
prepare for job interviews by practicing interviews and getting help with writing cover letters 
and resumes.  Finally, in addition to being able to change a job for a better one or to find one, 
multiple participants became more confident in their ability to find a job in the future.  All in 
all, as posited by the participants, finding or changing a job to a better one and developing 
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confidence in their ability to find a job in the future would not have been possible without 
attending ESL courses at MWCC.  
 
Developing Awareness of New Opportunities/Possibilities in Life 
 
 
 In addition to having an opportunity to get/change a job and become more certain 
about a possibility of a job change, multiple participants reported developing an awareness of 
new opportunities and possibilities in their lives.  
 As Emilia was talking about what she learned when attending ESL classes at MWCC, 
she underscored the fact that she learned more than she expected.  She not only learned the 
language she needed to survive in American society, but, above all, she became conscious of 
new possibilities in her life.  From a person who was convinced that working as a cleaning 
lady was something she was going to do her entire life, she became a self-assured individual 
who was looking forward to the future that was full of opportunities.  
Before, I was sure I can stay a cleaning lady my whole life, and now, I know, I don't 
have to.  I can maybe stay like five years in this company because it's a small 
company, and I can go up.  But, for me, it's perfect, it's perfect because I can start 
something new.  Now, I'm sure when I quit this job, I can start to look for something 
better, better.  I don't want to come back to the cleaning stuff because now I feel I can 
do something, something more, not like that.  So I learn more than I expected.  When I 
start, I want to learn the basic you know how to survive here.  It's new place for me.  
Now, I see everything different.   
 
Furthermore, Emilia talked about her hopes and aspirations related to her life, and she 
indicated that she was certain she was not going to be a cleaning lady again.  She also talked 
about her future plans, expressing her confidence in achieving them because she was aware of 
her ability and capability learn new things.  Being aware that she was capable of learning was 
something that kept her going.   
122 
 
I'm sure I don't want to be the cleaning lady again.  I want to go up.  Maybe after like I 
want to spend at least four or five years in this company, and later, I can find 
something when I can achieve something.  But it's the most important now I can learn.  
All the time, every day, I can learn something new.  When I don't learn, it's time to 
change something.   
 
 Emilia also discussed the difference between the hopes she had for the future before 
and after starting taking ESL classes at MWCC.  As she posited, her hopes changed a lot, as 
in the past, she used to be a person who did not have any plans for the future.  Although she 
was not sure yet what she wanted to do in her life, she was aware of the fact that she was 
capable of changing her life and that now she could do even more.  
Before, I didn't have any big plans about my future.  And, now, I have.  I'm not sure 
what plans, but I changed something, and I'm sure I can do more.  Before, I was 
thinking how to pay my bills, and that's it.  And how to make money in the easiest 
way, and that's it.  Now, I know I can still learn, and I'm almost 40, but I feel I can do 
more, and more, and more.  Not like the people in Poland when they are like 35.  “Oh, 
I'm too old to do something.”  It's not true.   
 
 Having more opportunities in life was also associated by Emilia with learning English 
for free.  As Emilia stated, when she was younger, she did not have an opportunity to continue 
her education because she could not afford it.  Free ESL classes at MWCC were seen by 
Emilia as an opportunity of which she had to take advantage.  
You know, in the Poland, I finished any higher education.  I think for me it's 
discouraging a lot because in the Poland I was working in the store, and you know I 
don't even think about college or something because it was small city.  But now, I 
have opportunity to do something.  So I need to do something because, in this case, I 
don't need to pay nothing.   
  
 Another participant who viewed attending ESL classes at MWCC as something that 
contributed to becoming aware of different possibilities in life was Liliana.  Liliana’s 
reflections on achievements when attending ESL classes pointed to the many different 
possibilities of which she became aware. 
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I have many, many things in my head, and if one is not possible, I have another one, 
and I have another one.  I'm not focusing just on one because I think nothing is easy, 
but if some is difficult for me, maybe I take another option or more options.  It's more 
options for me, but for now, I think I continue step by step because many people 
around they fall down [quit].  I think I have more options, more options because if I 
can't do one thing, maybe another or another, and it's maybe a circle, and I choose one 
of them.   
 
The awareness of new interests was seen in Liliana’s description of how she felt about herself 
after starting to attend ESL classes at MWCC.  
I feel so great.  I have more interest now.  I feel great and I have too many things in 
my mind.  If I can get some the first time, I felt great and positive.  I want to do [it].  I 
can do it.  I can do it.  It's a challenge, but I can do it.  So I feel positive, and I feel 
great.  The courses help me too much because, in another case, I don't have interest for 
nothing.  Yeah.   
 
 Without attending ESL classes at MWCC, Liliana would not have been able to 
develop new interests and be passionate about them.  All of this caused her to feel good about 
herself.  Furthermore, although she perceived the new possibilities as a challenge, she was 
convinced that she was capable of realizing her new plans.  As Liliana reflected on her hopes 
related to learning ESL, she indicated that initially she was only interested in learning 
English.  However, with time, she became aware of many other possibilities in her life.  
My aspirations, it's many, many things because the first thing I was thinking, it's only 
English, but no, they have a lot of programs, a lot of things, they offer many courses 
and too much things.  It's just you need to open your mind.  I need to open my mind 
and look around because the first time, I worked as a cook.  I was thinking about a 
chef, but now I switched because I saw some more things, and now maybe massage 
therapist, but now, I was thinking about welding or a mechanic, so many courses they 
offer, too much careers and too much things. 
 
 As Liliana was speaking of the differences in hopes and aspirations she had before and 
after starting attending ESL classes, she revealed that she had not had any hopes related to her 
education before.  Becoming an ESL student at MWCC contributed to Liliana’s development 
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of her hopes and aspirations regardless of her age.  She even underscored the fact that she had 
more aspirations now as compared to when she was young.   
It's different because in the past, I don't [didn’t] have hopes.  They stopped and didn't 
think forward, and now, I think further, and I don't care how old I am, but I have 
aspirations, maybe more aspirations [than] when I was young.  Yeah.   
 
Consequently, Liliana explained why it was impossible for her to follow her dreams before: 
 
When I was little, I wanted to be a secretary, but it doesn't happen.  And, I started with 
family and now the kids, and I don't [didn’t] have time for thinking about studies or 
something.  And now, I was in this course because the first thing I wanted to speak 
English, but now, I know I want to take maybe not a career but another courses they 
help.  Some of my goals is to be massage therapist, and I think I can find my goal in 
the future.  But it help me to think, and I want to do more things, so I want everything, 
and I want to pursue my dreams.  It's possible, it's possible get my goals met. 
 
As seen in Liliana’s reflections, she has transformed from a person with no goals into a 
student who envisioned many new opportunities in her life.  Liliana was also convinced that 
she was prepared to realize her plans as she expressed a belief in her own abilities.  
 Adriana also indicated that after attending ESL classes at MWCC, she felt that she had 
more opportunities than before.  
Okay, after, I feel like I have more opportunities in a lot of ways.  Maybe, as I told 
you, to get a job.  I don't feel like at the beginning I was, “No, I don't want to go.” I 
didn't even want to have an interview because I didn't feel comfortable or secure.  I 
was like, “No, I'm not gonna make it, or no, I don't want to have troubles” and now, 
yeah, I feel that I can a lot of things that I could never imagine.  Like enjoy a book or 
an article in English, and now I can do it.  I remember my husband bought me a book 
about nutrition, and I was in Mexico before to study here, I struggled a lot with that 
book.  I even had a lot of headaches when I started reading that book.  A lot of 
terminology that I couldn't understand or basic words that I even underlined, and last 
week, I started reading the book and was like, “Can you see the difference? Because I 
underlined these words, I underlined even words like that that I didn't know and now 
it's so easy [gasping and excited].  I read more than 25 pages, right here in the library.  
I was studying about vitamins and minerals, and it was so easy for me to understand.  I 
felt really good.  I felt so good when I understand at least 25 pages.  And at the 




In additional to finding a job, Adriana became capable of reading and understanding books 
and articles about nutrition in English, which is Adriana’s professional field and area of 
personal interest.  Adriana’s pleasure with comprehending articles on nutrition in English 
could be understood even better as Adriana explained the importance of current research in 
nutrition for her professional life.  
A lot of information, to me as a nutritionist, a lot of information, the most advanced 
information, is in English.  So I want to know what's the new here, what are the new 
articles, and information and the books; for example, if you get a book in Mexico, you 
got to wait like two years.  If you are reading a book in Mexico, here in the United 
States, the book was released.  Yeah, so I don't wanna wait for that, I want to be up-to-
date.  Yeah, I want to be up-to-date. 
 
Finally, Adriana named reading as an activity that she enjoys doing when talking about 
reading about nutrition.  “For example, magazines, I enjoy reading magazines about nutrition, 
sports, or maybe decorating your house, something like that.  And, also books, yeah.  First of 
all, about my career.” 
 Nicole pointed to MWCC as a place that caused her to become aware of many 
different opportunities in her life as she was reflecting on her favorite thing about being a 
student of ESL at MWCC.    
I feel there is a lot of opportunities here, there is a lot of resources.  There is 
computers, so you feel free to go whatever you want.  You just have to know the right 
way, you have to ask.  I think that I'm so lucky that I decide to come to school because 
it really, really changed my life....I think that I can make a lot of things before I think 
that I'm, you know that I'm too old to go back to school.  Well, my kids, I'm old, I'm 
just supposed to get any job that I can get and just wait, and I felt old.  But when I 
came here, I just came to alive, and I feel like I'm in my better years, and I don't know.  
I wanna keep studying and I'll do it.  And I don't know.  I wanna finish English, but 
right now I have to worry about job, so I have to go in this side like I'm gonna study 
CNC program, but I wanna keep learning English.  I don't know what else I can do, 




As seen in Nicole’s narration, in addition to becoming aware of different opportunities in her 
life, Nicole started to believe in her educational abilities regardless of her age and developed 
confidence in reaching her goals.  Moreover, Nicole referred to MWCC as a place that offered 
an opportunity to explore career/educational goals: 
It gives you a lot of opportunities.  There is world to explore, and if it doesn't work in 
this way, you look in this way according to your needs.  So I was thinking, study 
something in the health and the healthcare, but I was attending to the bridge class or 
health care, and I had the opportunity to go to some hospitals and nursing homes and 
exploring all careers that health have or the MWCC has here, so I liked.  I liked some 
of them, but those careers that I liked, they won't work for me right now because there 
is too many prerequisites that they need, and I decided that I won't study, but there 
were other things that right now work for me, and that's what I like, that they have too 
many resources and too many.  It's a big variety of the careers, of the programs that 
you can enroll to help yourself, improving yourself, and that's a good thing.  I like it.   
 
Furthermore, as Nicole was reflecting on using services and resources provided by MWCC, 
she indicated the helpfulness of such services.   
Using the computers and workshops and the healthcare bridge, it's one of the resources 
that you can explore if you like it or not.  I think it's a very good program because 
sometimes you don't know what to do with your life; even if you are old enough to 
know, you don't, you really don't know.  I really didn't know, and I'm still working on 
it [laughs], but this kind of resources, they help you a lot to see if this is for you or is 
not for you....The workshops, the listening, and reading, and pronunciation, they're 
very good.  The computers, they're, they have a lot of resources.  Sometimes you don't 
even know that you have those kinds of resources.  And they're very good and very 
useful.  Employment workshop, that's another resource.  I just talked with the lady 
from the office, and she was revising my resume, and I still need to work on it, and I 
will attend tomorrow one of the workshops.  Since our classes end, she talked about, 
but I didn't attend because I was in Mexico, but I knew, I knew about this, and I make 
an appointment.  I forgot her name, and she told me that, and it's a very useful tool.   
 
 The opportunity to explore various educational and career choices at MWCC 




Yes, it changed my goals because when I started attending to MWCC, my goal was to 
improve my English, and that's it.  That's my only goal, that I had to learn more 
English.  But, while I was attending here and I was exploring the other resources the 
school has and learning more and everything, my goals have been changing.  So, now 
it's not my goal only to learn English.  Now is to study something that can help me to, 
like everybody's goal is to have a successful, to get a better life, to be just successful.  
And yes, they changed my goals while I've been here.   
 
While taking ESL classes, Nicole realized that her goal of learning English developed into 
something bigger that would allow her to have a better and more successful life.  Being 
proficient in English was a starting point for achieving her goals.  Moreover, Nicole’s belief 
in her ability to learn English caused her to believe in succeeding in other future educational 
endeavors: 
My life changed cause it give me a lot of confidence of speaking.  So, I'm not afraid to 
study something else besides English.  Before, no, it wasn't on my mind.  How I'm 
gonna to attend to study something else if I don't speak English, if I don't understand 
English?  Even though I don't understand English, I know I can find the tools to 
understand, and I know I can do that.  So, my life have really have changed.   
 
 Nicole’s development of speaking confidence, which directly influenced her 
determination to pursue further education, was influenced by the things Nicole learned in ESL 
classes as well as during free ESL workshops at MWCC.  As Nicole talked about her 
perceptions about what she had learned at MWCC, she indicated that the workshops 
reinforced what she learned in class and visa versa.  
I think that everything makes their part, [and] it will help you to do the whole thing.  
Like attending to those workshops; it will help you with pronouncing.  Something in 
the class, like especially if you are a little bit higher levels, they will always help.  If 
you don't know how to pronounce certain words, she will help you.  But those 
workshops, they're exactly for that, like pronouncing every word, knowing the 
meaning and the ways you can use it.  It's a whole together like it's giving you the 
tools.  When you in class, “Oh, I saw this in the workshop, and we're talking about,” 
or the other way, and when you're there and see one word, and it says, “Oh, I saw this 
in class,” and you know, it is helping you, like giving you like an ingredient for 
making you to put them all together and use them.  And I think that's very important 
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for each student to know what is the tools that we have here, the all resources that we 
have for to explore them and use them.  Because sometimes you just, you just 
attending to class, and it's good enough, but if you take some extra help, it will help 
you.  Nothing is repeating, nothing is, sometimes, you feel like, oh, again I just saw 
this in other class, or this is something similar.  It never is repeating.  The more you 
repeat, the better for you, the more you will get it, the more it will help you.  So I think 
that everything is very important to take advantage of the resource that the school has.  
That's why I'm still thinking that better way to learn is attending to the school because 
there is just not only the English, the ESL class, there is a lot of workshops, a lot of 
resources that you can use.   
 
 Maria was another participant who, through attending ESL classes at MWCC, became 
aware of different opportunities in her life.  After Maria was laid off from work, the first thing 
she wanted to do was to go back to school.  
In my case, maybe it’s different than other because when they laid me off, I was home 
the first month....And the first thing that I had to do, and I wanted to do, but I never 
had time because I worked, the kids, and everything, so I say, “I have to go to school.  
I have to go for English.” And, after that, let’s see what happened.   
 
However, as Maria stated, her initial goal of going back to school was to learn English. 
Nonetheless, after she started attending ESL classes, her goals changed significantly. When 
taking ESL classes, Maria passed the general equivalency diploma (GED) exam.   
 As Maria recalled her experiences with MWCC career resources, she mentioned an 
introductory course to health careers for ESL students that contributed to a big change in her 
life.  
And then [name of a student] told me about the workshop and nursing, introduction to 
nurse, but I couldn’t take it at that time, but after I finished the semester with [name of 
the teacher], I enrolled in that class, too.  And that wake up my enthusiasm to do 
something else.  And the field trips that we had in the hospital, nursing homes that 
make me think I can do something else.  I can work with people; I like these jobs, so 
not like working with surgeries, not like this.  But in a nursing home or a nurse help, 
assistant and phlebotomy, I like phlebotomy, so that motivated me.  I say I want some 




Because of the introductory healthcare career course offered to ESL students, Maria had a 
chance to explore new opportunities and find out what she was interested in and wanted to do 
in the future.  Becoming aware of interests was a starting point for Maria’s future education 
and career as she was unemployed at that time.  All her experiences led to developing an 
interest in a health career training program offered by the unemployment office. 
And, at the same time, I was on unemployment, I was collecting money from the 
employment office, and I saw the sign that say that we can go to school.  So I asked 
them, what can I do, what I need, and they told me everything I need to do, and I went 
to the class that they give, and I looked, like introduction what we can do, how they 
can help us.  And I did everything they say.  I was too busy, but that helped me 
because I had too many things to do because I have to fill it out the application and 
found out what I want to do and investigate three schools, three different schools, if 
they have that program.  And I have to interview three persons who do that job, so I 
had to go to the hospitals or clinics to interview nurses and all the people because I 
had to put everything in the application.  So that keeps me busy.  And I did everything, 
and they told me that I was approved.  That was in January, but they told me the only 
problem is that you can’t take the class until you finish Level Seven.   It’s one 
prerequisite and she said, “You have to finish Level Seven in order to take those 
classes,” so that’s why I had to wait until now.  And I called the social worker and told 
her that everything, I finished.  And she said, “Okay, go ahead,” and I enrolled in that 
school.  It’s in [name of a city] and I’m just waiting for them to send the money.  They 
will pay for everything, even books, and everything that we need, uniforms, they are 
going to pay.  I never thought that I’m gonna do this.  But how I tell you, never is late.  
Never is late for nothing.   
 
 As seen in Maria’s narration, her educational experiences at MWCC not only allowed 
her to discover her interests, but also helped her to become confident in reaching her goals.  
How assertive she became about her abilities is also seen when talking about her favorite 
thing about being an ESL student at MWCC.  
When I start, I liked to prove myself that I can do it because I was thinking that I was 
too old for that, and I thought that I my brain, my memory wasn’t working that good.  
But, when I finished the GED, I was so happy, I proved myself, and that motivated me 
more, and at the same time, I was taking English classes, the first course that I took at 
MWCC, and that motivate me more to keep going to school and help me, I don’t know 
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how to say that, it made me feel better about myself because I know that I can do it.  
Doesn’t matter how old you are. 
 
Finally, Maria reflected on her educational goals before and after attending MWCC.  
When I start at MWCC, my only goal was to learn English, and that’s it.  Just to learn 
English and find another job.  My goals changed when I see that they have more 
programs, more opportunities, and after I take the nursing training program, 
everything changed because I never thought I could that because my goal was only 
English. 
 
All in all, Maria became aware of many different opportunities in her professional life, and 
she also started to believe in herself more than ever before.   
 Natalia was another student who reflected on how attending ESL classes caused her to 
become conscious of new opportunities as she talked about her initial reason for attending 
MWCC.   
I studied again ESL classes because I wanted to learn how to read recipes, how to 
cook, or how to follow a recipe.  And, one day, I asked me because sometimes I felt so 
frustrated because I don't understand something, and I said, “If I went to MWCC to 
learn ESL, just to learn how to follow a recipe, I'm done with it, because I learn it.” 
So, why I am keeping there? 
 
As she continued attending ESL classes, her goals started to change.  First, in addition to 
taking ESL classes, Natalia enrolled in GED classes.  After finishing GED classes, she wanted 
to become a certified nurse assistant (CNA) or massage therapist.  
Actually, [I] changed my goals because one time, I had, like I said, example of 
learning just the food recipe or the cooking recipe, how to bake a cake or something.  
And now, I'm putting my plans all the way to have a CNA certificate or put my plans 
to be a massage therapist.  So you can see from something little, I already passed that, 
but right now I'm putting another two things I didn't decide yet what I want, so yeah, 
ESL classes are changing my goals, but I think in the good way.   
 
 As Natalia was talked about her future plans, she stressed once again that improving 
English-language skills would make things easier in the future.  
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One of them things I want is finish the Level 10.  Sometimes, I feel like I want to be a 
CNA; sometimes, I want to be a massage therapist, so I don't know.  That are my two 
choices, but I don't decide yet because it needs time, and I don't have the time.  And 
time, and probably paying, and I don't want to lose the money.  First of all, it doesn't 
matter if I have to redo the level; I want to do it again and again because I think that if 
I know better, everything later will be easy.   
 
All in all, although Natalia could not make her educational and career choices yet, she was 
convinced that knowing English better would make possible to continue her education as a 
CNA or massage therapist. 
 Along with other participants, Allison, a 22-year-old high school graduate, talked 
about many opportunities students have after finishing ESL classes.  For example, she 
mentioned that students were not only exposed to various career options, but MWCC 
personnel also helped students choose the right career path for them.  
Once you finish your ESL classes, they offer you opportunities to keep studying.  Like 
to keep with your career, if you want study, they help you to decide which career you 
wanna take or if you want to keep studying or not.  They motivate you to keep the 
study.  That's why I like it.   
 
As seen in the above quote, ESL students at MWCC are also motivated to pursue further 
careers. When I asked how MWCC does it, Allison replied as follows: 
Sometimes, they have some people to talk about which places are more demanding or 
career, for example, dental assistant.  They offer you, you can take that class while you 
are taking ESL classes, and I like that because sometimes it's good if you are taking 
ESL classes, it's good you have another class, so you can learn more.  You can learn 
faster English.   
 
Allison’s personal experience of changing her educational goals reflected the helpfulness of 
career services program offered to ESL students at MWCC.  
When I started, I want to be a CNA and now I want to be a kindergarten teacher.  It 
has helped me to realize what I really like to do.  And I think it helped me think what I 





As Allison reflected on how her interests and educational goals were being met at MWCC, 
she indicated that the program helped her achieve her educational goals.  
I think it help me to move on and start my career.  Every day you learn something 
new, and they help you to move on.  It's helping me to move on every day, like to 
learn a little bit and to keep going.   
 
 Another participant who became conscious of different life opportunities was David, 
who described changes in his hopes and aspirations before and after attending ESL classes.  
From a person who viewed work as the only way of life, he became a student who perceived 
education as life changing, as he described in his interview: 
When I came here, my idea was just work, work, work, work.  And, not all the life is 
work.  One time, I sit down and think, and I said, “No more.  I need to change my life.  
How do I get that?” Just when you keep studying, you can change your life.  This is 
my reason why I'm taking ESL courses, to change my life.  No more.  It's different, it's 
easier because if you don't study, it's very hard, very, very hard.  You can change, you 
can start, you can get your degree, you can get a better job, you can get a little more 
English.  You can change your life if you can keep studying.   
 
As David talked about his hopes related to his life, he again pointed to education as something 
that could change one’s life.  
Keep studying, I think it's the door to exit.  When you get a degree, you can do a lot, 
you have a lot of doors open to your life.  If you have a degree, I think the life is more 
easy, easier, and you can get married, and you can have a family, or you can help your 
mother and your father.  It's not difficult if you have a degree.  This is my aspiration 
for my life. 
 
Furthermore, David discussed how his life had changed since he started to attend ESL classes 
at MWCC: 
No more night clubs, no more bad friends, no more drinking beer, no more parties, no 
more, just stayed at home to study more because this is my opportunity to change my 
life.  Friends, night clubs, it's not good.  It really changed my life.  Second language is 




 Like David, Lino viewed MWCC as a place that opens up new opportunities in life.  
After losing a job, Lino enrolled in an accelerated career opportunity program offered in 
heating, ventilation, air conditioning, and refrigeration.  Being enrolled in this program gave 
him the feeling that he could change his life: 
My hopes, they are different because my best time, all the time, is feeling like I felt 
something that I can go forward.  Like now, I know I can make things happen [and] 
before I was always thinking in my language, and now I try to express myself in 
English.   
 
As Lino talked about the changes that took place in his life, he described attending ESL 
classes as a life-changing experience that would allow him to have a better life in the future.  
One hundred percent, it changed a lot.  I never think I was studying any career or 
studying in a school.  Or that I could get a better job, a better life.  Always, I had in my 
mind that the school was for only for learning English, but not the college.  You have 
more opportunities to have a better life.   
 
 Grace belonged to the group of participants who talked about a goal change as she 
started to attend ESL classes at MWCC.  Grace’s initial goal was to learn English; however, 
with time, her goals transformed, and ultimately, instead of just having a better job and better 
pay, Grace wanted to pursue further education.  
In the past was just communicate myself the way I need.  Now I need my career.  I 
need more education.  I have to be more in the intellectual way.  Make my brain work 
more hard, and I have bigger goals.  When I just started, I wanna a better job, I wanna 
better pay.  Now I say, now it's isn't enough.  I need more education to have a better 
quality of life.  So, different, changed everything.   
 
Grace’s determination to change her life was seen as she talked about her achievements when 
taking ESL classes at MWCC.  
Sure, the education.  Now I can start to planning to go back to college, and this is the 
best thing that I can achieve.  The one I have already is I won't be more scared to 




Because Grace’s English had improved, she hoped she would finish college and have a job 
that she really wanted to perform.  
Finish the college.  Have a title in my hand.  I want to be in the front desk of the 
doctor office, and I want to have some office job.  I like that and I want to have that.  
And I want to, in the future, I want to see, if I have a child, saw me working hard to 
get that.  And have a better job, it's not only the money, it's how you feel in your job, 
how you feel with yourself to get your goals, to get your goals in the correct way 
studying and working hard.  And thinking I'm doing the correct thing.  That is the best 
thing.  And I hope I can do that.   
 
Moreover, Grace expressed her belief in being able to reach her goals, as she described her 
future goals: 
Improve my English, go to higher level with the correct my grammar, and I finish the 
whole course, like 101, I think, or something like that.  Finish everything about 
English right and speak English correctly because I know how important is that for 
your career, for your personal life, and I want to the example for my husband, my 
child, because my husband doesn't want to come to school.  I want him know you can 
do that, never is too late.  I saw all of my family; they quit to finish their education.  
“Okay, I have a good pay, and that's it.”  And I want to be the first finish the college 
and tell them, “You can do, with job, family, you can do that.”  So I hope everything 
of this happen one day. 
 
Grace’s confidence in reaching her future goals was especially clear as she reflected on her 
perceptions of having reached some of her goals so far.   
Some of them, yes, because now I can explain myself.  The other ones that are 
important that I go back to college, I still work on them, but I can see clearly, like I 
can reach them.   
 
 Reflections similar to Grace’s were those of Javier, who talked about his hopes related 
to life.  At first, Javier was satisfied with the job he had; however, with time, he started to 
want something different that would set him apart from the rest of the people.   
I don't wanna be doing what I do now in my job.  It's not gonna take me anywhere.  I 
wanna do anything that nobody can do.  ’Cause what I do now, everybody can do 
now.  It's an easy job.  So I wanna to be recognized for doing something different that 
the other people do.  So I'm a merchandiser and what I'm doing is just stuff the 
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product, fill shelves, fill coolers, build displays.  Everybody can do that just with a 
little time to get used to the job, everybody can do my job.  If I'm absent, they will find 
somebody else to cover me and do the job.  And you don't go any farther than that.  So 
that's not what I want.  I wanna take the next step.   
 
Javier’s recognition of his desire would not have been possible without realizing that he was 
capable of doing something important in his life.  Attending ESL classes at MWCC and 
succeeding in learning English made him aware of his ability to reach his goals, which was 
seen in this statement:  “Because I realized that I'm capable of, capable of doing the big 
things.”  In addition, as he talked about his achievements, he pointed out the fact that he had 
already finished two semesters, which he perceived as a success. “I already finished two 
semesters, so that's a good start.  If I did that, I think I can do bigger.  I can do more.  I guess 
I'm in the right course.  On the right track.” 
Furthermore, Javier explained his realization of having the capability of doing things 
as he started perceiving himself as bilingual.  As Javier stressed, in the past, he knew just 
Spanish, which he associated with limited opportunities in his life.   
For me to be an immigrant, first I knew that I need to learn English.  And then once in 
the process of learning that I'm realizing that I can be bilingual and that can set me out 
from the others.  So that's a plus for me that I didn't have before.  I was just Spanish.  
Now, I'm bilingual now.  I don't, I'm not a perfect English person, I'm saying I need to 
learn more, but I can understand,  not which I didn't before, so I consider myself as a 
bilingual one.   
 
All of these experiences caused Javier to believe that his life would change if he kept doing 
what he had already started.   
My life, it changed.  I think if I just keep doing this, it will change radically because 
now I know people now, if I need contact with somebody, I didn't know what to do 
before, and now I know what to do, I need to.  Maybe if I need some help, maybe 
about the English classes, I know who to contact.  And I didn't know before and I 
know that I'm gonna get help for sure.  No matter what my problem is as long it's 




Loren also belonged to the group of participants who developed an awareness of new 
possibilities after attending ESL classes.  In the past, Loren believed that she would not be 
capable of learning English or what is associated with it, getting a degree in the United States.  
As a result of such thinking, she considered going back to her home county and earning her 
degree there or taking classes online.  However, attending ESL classes made her realize that 
she could learn English and get a degree in the United States.   
Maybe, it makes me to think it's not impossible to learn or to continue in this country 
in English.  It's not my language, and I was thinking it's very hard because in my 
country, they teach us English like, you know.  It's very hard, and we didn't like it.  
But here, no, it was clear to me that no, I can continue in English and I will have a 
very good chance to learn here, to get a degree from the United States, so I can do it.  I 
can do it.  So it changed my goals.  I was thinking to go back to my country and learn 
there or to learn online on Arabic university, but when I came here, no, I can do it.  
Yeah.  I can do it.  
 
 Loren also talked about the reasons she believed that she could learn English when she 
compared her experiences of learning English in her home country and at MWCC.  Attending 
ESL courses at MWCC caused her to believe that learning English was not that difficult.  
When I started to come here and started to see to learn English, and it's not hard, like I 
learned in my country, it's big difference here and there....I feel really comfortable, 
and the teachers here, they help a lot, and I went to Miss, she has an office here, and I 
talked to her.  Yeah, and she talked with me and, “Yes, you can do it.  It will not be 
hard.” There is Spanish people, Mexican people, they don't have any education, but 
they came here, and they get GED, and they continue.  Yeah, it's not impossible.  So I 
think seriously that, yes, I can do it here, and it will not be difficult or hard, but it 
needs time.   
 
Another student who became aware of new possibilities in life was Marlene, whose 
hopes and aspirations changed after starting attending ESL classes.  Before attending ESL 
classes, Marlene had never thought about taking college courses, because she perceived her 
English as not sufficient for academic studies.  
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Yeah, absolutely, before I was not thinking about going to college classes; right now I 
start thinking about that, why not? Before I started taking English classes, I was not 
thinking I can do that because my English was bad.  I was not feeling.  Right now, 
when I know a little bit there and I hope I can do better.  And, I start thinking about 
college classes.  I wasn't thinking before, I can do it, and right now, it's possible.   
 
 Marlene’s approach to earning a degree changed as she realized her potential for 
college courses, which was closely associated with improving her English skills.  Especially 
helpful for Marlene was developing her writing skills, which she perceived as her weakest 
point in English.  Being able to write better was also perceived by Marlene as one of the 
initial goals she had reached: 
For me, was very helpful writing paragraphs or essays.  Try learn the grammar 
because that was and it's still my very big problem, but I'm not scared any more to take 
pen and start writing something.  And before I started coming here, that was really 
difficult for me.  I don't have that much problem like take a pen and write something; 
before, I was absolutely terrified of those things. 
 
Improving grammar and writing skills caused Marlene to believe that she was capable of 
pursuing a degree in nursing or any other medical field, which was one of Marlene’s main 
hopes related to education.  Moreover, she hoped that one day she would achieve her goal and 
would not be too old for it.  
I would like to take some courses.  Maybe, when I'm not too old to learn.  Maybe take 
some college classes.  Yeah.  I always wanted to be nurse and I never did this in 
Poland.  So, maybe before I die, I heard a little while ago some 73 years old guy 
finished Harvard, so maybe I still have little time for 73 [before I become 73].  I don't 
know how I'm going to do, but I hope so.  Maybe, one day.   
 
 In addition to her personal experiences that related to new opportunities in her life,  
 
Marlene also perceived the ESL program itself as an opportunity that could improve people’s 
lives: 
It's a really helpful for second language speakers like me and other people.  It's really 
helpful because it can take you on better position in this country, right?  Without it, 
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you can probably learn it like me, speak English only, only you have very hard time, 
very difficult time to do different things.  I have from the beginning, I have really.  I 
was scared writing because my spelling was really bad.  Right now, I'm not scared that 
much, but I still have problems.  I need dictionary and a lot of checking when I write 
something.  That's really helpful.   
 
 Finally, the fact that the program is free was perceived by Marlene as another chance 
for new life opportunities.   
It's free, it's free.  It's really helpful because a lot of people don't have the money to go 
somewhere and learn English.  So it's really good quality.  And for sure, when you 
give your time, and energy for learning, it really can take you somewhere, I think, in 
this country. 
 
 Georgia was another student who, through attending ESL classes, realized new 
opportunities in life.  In addition to being able to find a better job, she also become conscious 
of new things that she could study at MWCC and finally do in her life.  “Right now, I got a 
better job that I like it, and you know, it's not something I want to do for every day in my life, 
but I'm doing something that I like it.”  Moreover, as she reflected on how attending MWCC 
changed her initial goals, she posited that attending ESL classes made her aware that she 
could also start another career.  
When I took my first classes, I just wanna take ESL classes.  When the teachers talked 
about, “You can start with the ICAPS [Integrated Career and academic Preparation 
System],” yeah, I want to do this.  Yes, they changed my goals.  And right, I'm 
enrolling in these classes because I want to continue.   
 
Because of the new options Georgia became aware of, her new goals and aspirations were not 
solely related to ESL classes but to getting certifications such as those for dental and nurse 
assistants.  “My future goals for ESL is finish the 10 levels and to continue with dental 
classes.  And, then get the certified nurse assistant.”  
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As presented above, another life change the participants could experience after starting 
to attend ESL courses at MWCC was the development of an awareness of new life 
opportunities and possibilities.  Being able to change or find a job proved to them that they 
could make life changes and allowed them to believe in themselves.  Before attending ESL 
courses at MWCC, multiple participants reported being unaware of things they could do in 
their lives.  After starting to take ESL classes, they developed hopes and aspirations for their 
future.  From individuals who had no plans or hopes for the future, they became secure 
individuals who believed in themselves and their own abilities.   
At the same time, although many of the participants had not decided what they wanted 
to do in their lives, they had many different ideas for their future as they developed new 
interests and were quite passionate about them.  As expressed by many participants, 
developing new interests would not have been possible without being exposed to the many 
different career opportunities offered by MWCC.  As the majority of the participants 
indicated, their initial goal of learning English changed to pursuing a career as they became 
aware of other choices they had.  Finally, as a result of attending noncredit ESL courses at 
MWCC, multiple participants started to believe in their ability to achieve their goals, 
regardless of their age.  
 
Part III: “It’s Just Good Atmosphere”:  Response to  
Adult English Learners’ Needs 
 
 
 When reflecting on how the adult English learners’ self-perceptions and lives changed 
after they started to attend ESL classes at MWCC, the participants also discussed their 
experiences in ESL classes, describing their experiences with ESL teachers, ways of learning 
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English in the classroom, and the program and MWCC’s response to their needs.  They 
presented their ideas about desired features of ESL teachers, preferred ways of learning, and 
improvements to the program to serve the students better.  Moreover, they pointed out the 
significant role the ESL teachers played in English acquisition, how the various ways of 
learning they were exposed to in the classroom contributed to their learning, and the role of 
services and resources provided by the college in developing English skills.  
 
Desired Characteristics of Teachers 
 
 As ESL learners reflected on their experiences of learning English in the classroom, 
many of them pointed to the importance of having a teacher who created a conductive 
learning environment and who was characterized by multiple features that were desired by the 
learners: being friendly and open-minded, encouraging and caring, understanding challenges 
faced by adult learners, resourceful, and correcting students’ pronunciation.  
 
Friendly and Open-Minded Teacher 
 
 
 Sofia, a 25-year-old student from Russia, pointed to the importance of having a 
teacher who functioned in the classroom as a friend, whom students could trust, and with 
whom they feel free to express their ideas.  Creating such a learning environment made 
students comfortable, which directly contributed to effective learning.  In the following 
statement, Sofia described how having a friendly teacher impacted her learning.  
I feel comfortable.  I feel like friendly, warm, [and] comfy.  Like I said, nobody judge 
me.  It was like nice, very nice atmosphere, kind of like always ESL classes.  It's just 
because this age.  It's all adults, and we understand why we need it.  Nobody said it, 
you had to go, this is your choice, and you chose that.   That's why you need to learn, 
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and everybody has a different reason why they need it.  But everybody need it.  And 
all together, they all have one goal to improve the language, but the thing is, it's one 
common, and it's just good atmosphere, and the teacher helps.  The teacher is your 
friend.  They are not against you.  You know, they don't give you like grades, and it's 
good.  Because sometimes you feel bad, like in high school, you don't want to be 
failed.  Here, you should be motivated, but you are not going to get excellent grade.  
Like in school, you can cheat your teacher, but here, if you cheat, you are cheating 
yourself.… Because when you feel, like you are friend with them, you try to do your 
best and try to create something because you like into this subject, and I think it's 
really good.  This is how happened to me. 
 
 As described by Sofia, adult ESL learners have various motivations for improving 
English, and they view teachers as someone who can help them reach their goals.  Having 
such a teacher makes the learning process more effective.  Furthermore, as Sofia described 
teacher-student interactions that took place in the ESL classroom, she again pointed to the role 
of friendly teachers who always helped students when they had questions or doubts, ensuring 
that students understood the concepts learned in class.   
They try to be friends.  But it's like they will never be friends.  They try to be really 
close and try to be like you are comfortable, they don't judge you, like I said.  They are 
open-mind, and if you don't understand something, you ask, and they explain.  If you 
don't understand one more time, they explain again.  The idea is you understand after 
the class.  But not just, if you don't understand, just read your book.  Nobody say that.  
They are nice, they are smiling. 
 
As Sofia described learning activities that took place during ESL classes, she pointed to the 
significance of expressing one’s opinion and never being criticized for it.  
We're reading, we talking, we discussing, we listening, we're doing exercises, we are 
presenting the PowerPoint for example.  All conversations, you can give your opinion 
what you think and why you think, and all these opinions is fine and right.  It's never 
like bad, and this is what I like.  It's nobody judge you how you speak. 
 
 Similar experiences to Sofia’s were presented by Maria, who also underscored the 
importance of having teachers who treat students as friends or partners.  Having such a 
relationship with the teacher allows students to ask questions without fear.  
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The communication with the teachers is different because you can talk to them, and 
you don’t feel afraid to ask, so that’s why I like school because you can talk with them 
like another partner or friend, so you don’t feel scared.  You understand or not, you 
don’t feel afraid to ask the teachers.   
 
In addition, as Maria reflected on the ways students practiced new material in class, she 
underscored the significance of expressing one’s opinions freely during the learning process.  
Speaking and giving samples; that’s the way he do it.  It’s almost the same with 
[teacher’s name].  In [teacher’s name] class, I liked that we can speak a lot and we can 
talk a lot, and we practice a lot.  That helps me to learn my time to speak better, to 
remember it better.  And you can give your opinion, that’s what I liked in [teacher’s 
name] class because you always, even if you agree or not agree, you can give your 
opinion.  You can’t just keep what the teacher is saying, and that’s it.  You can say, 
no, I not agree with this, or I think this is in this way, so that’s what I like in school, 
too.  You can be yourself.   
 
With the other teachers that I had, I was happy because we have communication, they, 
the teachers, don’t put a line, like they say, “I’m the teacher, and you’re the students.”  
She let us, like [teacher’s name] and [teacher’s name], say what we think and give our 
opinion, so I liked that.   
 
Finally, as Maria provided a description of an ideal teacher, she indicated that all but one of 
her ESL teachers fit this description as she described them as friendly and open-minded.  
Well, exactly the teachers that I have.  They liked to listen.  How do I say it? We know 
that she is a teacher, and we respect the teacher as a teacher, but we have a good 
relationship with them.  I like when they try to be friends, made us feel comfortable to 
tell them whatever we think.  So I like that kind of teacher, that they make the students 
feel comfortable, feel free to say whatever they think or whatever they want.  Or, even 
if we have questions that is not related with the class that we’re taking.  So I like that 
kind of teachers that are open to everybody even if you are quiet or shy, mad, or sad so 
you find a way to getting to the person.   
  
 Similar experiences of having a friendly and nonjudgmental teacher were shared by 
Nicole who underscored the importance of these features while learning new things.  In the 




 [Teacher’s name] gave us an explanations, [and] the explanations it was, that's the best 
because sometimes, if you feel confident with the teacher and you think that she is 
open mind, and they will never get tired of you.  Even though you ask simple question 
or dumb question, they always will answer you.  They always will answer you, and I 
think the most teachers are the same.  Otherwise, I would think that I've been so lucky 
and that two semesters that I've been here.  I've been so lucky to have very, very good 
teachers.   
  
 Furthermore, Nicole explained, as she provided a description of herself as a learner, 
why it was important for her to ask questions and have her questions answered.  As a 48-year-
old student, Nicole felt she could not afford to lose any more time; therefore, she wanted to 
learn as quickly as possible.  Having her questions answered made the learning process more 
efficient and faster.  
 I ask a lot.  I think sometimes I can, I can get tired to my teacher because I ask a lot.   
Well, I'm old enough to let just the time go by.  So, now I know that I have to take 
everything.  I don't have more time to keep just letting go by the time.  If I don't 
understand anything or something, I just go ask.  If they think that I'm dumb or slow, I 
don't care.  I like to learn, I love to learn because it's like I'm seeing clear, like my 
world is going clear, and I wanna keep it that way.  Going to have all the answer that I 
need to keep learning and as a learner, I think I can be a good learner because I like to 
pay attention, like I don't have to time to go around and learn nothing.  Especially, I 
already lost a lot of time before not attending my school. 
 
In addition to answers to questions associated with the materials studied in class, Nicole also 
pointed out the importance of being provided with answers about different matters.   
I feel comfortable with both, to ask any question, even if it wasn't about an English 
class because I remember I was asking [teacher’s name] about my study and what I 
should do, and [teacher’s name] gave me advice about it, and with the teacher 
[teacher’s name], whatever question that I had, even if it wasn't about the class, I felt 
confident enough to go and ask.  And always, I had good responses, a good attention, 
and I'm very glad, I'm very glad that I had [teachers’ names] as teachers.   
 
In addition to getting answers to her questions, Nicole pointed to the characteristic of being 
open-minded as one of the highly desired features of an ESL teacher.   
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And they will accept us if we don't agree with them.  They will accept us.  And, like 
all the other students they will tell me, “Nicole, ask, ask [laughs].  Why you don't 
ask?” Yeah.  “Teacher?”  Even though it was not my question, but the teacher always, 
I don't know.  It's like open for me a new world, so why don't ask.  I'm here, and I'm 
gonna go with this that I don't know....So you will ask, and I think the teachers, they 
are a very, very, very important part of the learning. 
 
 The importance of being tolerant of others’ opinions and open-minded towards them 
was perceived by Nicole as critical to the learning process and was expressed in her 
reflections about a memory of her ESL schooling that stood out.  
It stands out when I discovered that when [teacher’s name], when gave me the right to 
speak myself, to ask, and one of the classes [name the teacher], and one of the classes 
I wasn't totally agree what the handout was saying.   And, “Teacher, I don't think this 
should be in this way,” and [teacher’s name] tell me, “Well, it could be,” so [teacher’s 
name] gave me, for me it was, wow, the teacher is not denying my point.  She is 
opening to the same world.  We can talk about it, we can think or talk about what 
you're thinking, and I'm not saying that you are wrong.  Yeah, we can, and for me that 
was memorable because I say, wow, I'm saying to the teacher that I am not agree and 
she is saying, and she is the teacher, a lot better than me.  I'm not a native speaker 
English, but she is saying, this is open, for me is, oh, my ideas can count.  Even 
though, if I'm not right, I can debate [laughs].  Even if I'm totally wrong, she has 
accepted me, and that's why this is the thing that opens to be, to ask more questions.  If 
I'm not, if I wasn't sure about it, I just kept asking and why?  “Can I say this? Can I 
put?”  “No, because of these,” [teacher’s name] gave us all the points that's why the 
things are in this way, and some, and [teacher’s name] never said, “No.”  “Well, could 
be, and there is a lot of cultures speaking English.  They could be in certain countries, 
but here they used to be like this or the most people they use this in this way even 
though it can't be very good or common....It doesn't have to be correct, but it's the way 
it is used.  Even the native speakers might not be correct, but that's their way they use 
it.”  That was a good thing, thinking that the teacher and the students can have a very 
good relationship and to be comfortable with each other to us and respond, and that's 
the key for learn.   
 
As described by Nicole, an open-minded teacher acknowledges students’ opinions, which 
encourages students to feel good about themselves and allows them to participate fully in 
learning activities.  Finally, Nicole indicated that being open-minded is one of the 
characteristics that an ideal teacher would possess.  
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My ideal teacher, well it must be open mind.  The important thing is open mind 
because sometimes, we are some kind of students that maybe we can hit the nerve of 
the teacher [laughs].  I think it depends of the teacher how you gonna do it. 
  
Similar experiences of having friendly teachers were presented by Elizabeth who 
portrayed the ESL teacher as a guide who creates a relaxed atmosphere, which contributes to 
effective English learning.  
Being an adult, in a learning environment, it’s like totally different.  It’s like you are 
not with the teacher; he is more like a guide.  It’s more like everybody is joking 
around, like a friend.  I don’t know, it’s more like relaxed setting.  It’s not like you’re 
the teacher, it’s like a friendly experience....Yeah, I think that’s good.  It’s because we 
are adults, and people go there to build the skill.   
 
As Elizabeth described interactions with her ESL teachers at MWCC similarly to Nicole and 
Maria, she underscored the significance of having approachable teachers to whom students 
can always ask questions. 
That thing was good.  I liked talking to the teachers and liked to get their opinions, and 
if I had a question, or if I wanted to learn a little bit more, or get resources, I would 
approach the teacher and they were always very helpful. 
 
 Another student who underscored the significance of asking questions and having 
them answered was Grace, who associated these particular aspects as an ESL schooling 
experience that stood out.  As seen in Grace’s reflections, being able to freely ask the teacher 
questions helped Grace to remember newly studied material better.  
Okay, well, when I'm in Level 7, I learned some from the teacher, some specific rules 
about the grammar.  She was so specific, and she used in the way, I can learn.  So, 
now when I have to read something, and I understand, and that information is coming 
to my mind.  And sometimes, in the class I have it, when I asked [teacher’s name], the 
teacher take the time to explain me.  Don't make me embarrassed for like I am slowly 
to understand.  [Teacher’s name] just tell me, and I loved that.  Because when you take 
your time to consider is normal for first language, and I have to understand why, in 
here in English, it's correct to use like that, and [teacher’s name] give me an example 
why,  why sometimes not, why sometimes is correct.  In the normal conversation, I 
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keep it in my mind.  I have the picture back from the class, like, “Oh, in this situation 
is correct say that,” so this is the best thing.   
 
As Grace described interactions with her teachers, she again stressed the importance of asking 
questions and having those questions answered.  
I try to ask questions.  Sometimes, probably it's not the way the teachers expect 
because I tell you, I lose the concentration very, very fast.  So, I try to ask the 
question, but all the teachers that I have here, are great about that part.  If they don't 
have the time in the class, they tell me after the class.  And they give me the chance to 
tell me, “You use it in this way, and it's incorrect; you have to fix this.”  Almost all of 
my teachers are great.   
 
 Finally, Juan pointed to the importance of having teachers of whom the students are 
not afraid to ask questions and who always answer their questions.  
For me, the teacher needs to be available to answer basic questions about the class.  
Maybe a secret is to give some security to the student to ask any question.  This is very 
important because for me, the English are scary to talk all the time for many reasons 
because other person will, “You are stupid,” and all the time we are trying don’t speak 
English. 
 
As expressed by Juan, because of students’ limited English-language knowledge, they are 
insecure about their language skills and themselves.  Having a teacher who creates a stress- 
free environment allows students to combat the fear and feel good about themselves.   
 All in all, friendly and open-minded teachers were perceived by the participants as 
synonymous with teachers whom students could trust and feel free with to express their ideas.  
Being able to express one’s ideas freely without fear of being criticized was perceived by 
many participants as crucial when learning another language.  In addition, friendly and open-
minded teachers were associated with teachers who are nonjudgmental and who encourage 
students to ask questions and provide answers to these questions.  As indicated by multiple 
participants, adult learners need to find answers to their questions as they “have already lost a 
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lot of time” (Nicole).  Moreover, being tolerant towards students’ opinions was presented as 
another significant feature of an ESL teacher that enables the learners to feel good about 
themselves and participate fully in learning activities.  
 
Encouraging and Caring Teacher 
 
 
 Another desired characteristic of an ESL teacher mentioned by the participants is 
being encouraging.  Having a teacher who encourages students to keep on going and provides 
them with guidance and confidence was perceived by multiple participants of the study as a 
decisive factor in continuing their ESL education.   
 Nicole was one of the students who stressed the significance of having an encouraging 
teacher as she described an outstanding memory from her ESL schooling.  As stated by 
Nicole, without an encouraging teacher, students might feel discouraged, which consequently 
might result in dropping out.  
Yeah, but I think we were so lucky to have [teachers names] as a teachers.  I don't 
know.  One of the most important things that help we're encouraged to keep going, 
[student's name] is going to study, and [students’ name], and I is because of [teachers 
names], the teachers that we have.  Because we've been so lucky to have teachers that 
take us in the right directions, to encourage us, and to really make us that we're really 
going there.  Not just studying the same point, the same level.  No, we just get in there, 
maybe it's not easy, but we're getting there.  And we're having enough to keep going, 
to keep going, and have enough tools to get there, and it's very good.  And I think it's 
part of the teachers to, if a student wants to go farther, it's because of the teachers 
encourage them and, you know, give them enough tools to keep going, to keep going.  
Because sometimes when you feel you're not going anywhere, so just, you know, I just 
want to stop here.  I think that's enough.  Or I take some time, and I come back later.  
You know, I think it's very important, the part, the teachers.   
 
In additional to being encouraged to continue education, Nicole pointed to the 
significance of having an encouraging teacher when learning a subject as she talked about the 
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change in her approach to reading thanks to an encouraging teacher.  From being a student 
who feared and disliked reading, Nicole discovered a new passion – reading.  
And she encourage us a lot to read, read according to our level.  Because for reading, I 
like to read, and I always, when I was trying to read, I got frustrated because I find me, 
when I'm starting reading a book, I find me to look in the dictionary every word.  So, I 
got tired of this....So this is not for me.  So, when I was with this teacher [teacher’s 
name], she said, “Well, you have to find the right level for you because otherwise you 
are never gonna, or you will always be frustrated; just keep reading.” I didn't think 
before just keep reading because, well, if I don't understand, then what is the point to 
keep reading? And she said, “If there is just couple of words that you don't, you would 
get it later, so just keep reading, reading, reading.” But I think finding the good level 
for you, which is appropriate for your level, it will be better, and it is.  So I found out 
that I like to read in English, and our assignment was to read like two books or three, 
and I think I read five or six.  ’Cause I like it.  Maybe it can be like elementary school 
books, but that's the level I am, so I don't mind unless I can understand.  It's like a new 
world that I'm exploring.  Yeah.   
 
 Another student who stressed the importance of having a supportive teacher when 
facing reading challenges was Liliana.  Her experience of having an encouraging teacher was 
a memory that stood out in her entire ESL education.  
I remember a teacher, a long, long, long time ago, when MWCC was in the center of 
[name of the city], and that was a teacher [teacher’s name], and I, when I read 
something, I have a lot of problems, but he told me, “You can learn if you want it, you 
do everything you want.”  I remember that, and I wrote one sentence, and I described 
my son when he was little, and I think I wrote, “I don't understand why many people 
leave the family and come here and it's too hard.”  But he answered me, “Everything is 
hard, maybe you have to leave your son or your country, but maybe you are looking 
for something better for them,” and I remember that, oh, I hope someday I will speak 
English well.  And, he wrote, “Yes, you can.” I remember that many things happened, 
but I remember that.   
  
 In addition to strengthening students’ belief in their abilities and developing new 
passions, according to Nicole, encouraging teachers allow students to face and conquer their 
learning challenges, which results in developing a feeling of personal satisfaction and 
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accomplishment.  Nicole spoke very passionately about her teachers who helped her defeat 
her fear of presenting.  
The one that [teacher’s name] gave us when we have to give, make a presentation of 
ourselves.  It was very, very hard assignment.  And I was trying to leave because I 
thought, I never gonna do it.  I never gonna do because this is too for me because I 
wasn't in a school for years and years, and I didn't have any experience at school with 
students.  All my school that I did before like for couple months, never was in that 
way.  So, I felt I'm on the high school, university and then you have to give a 
presentations, you have to explore any topic, and I felt like, “No way.”  If it's in 
Spanish, it will be harder and in English.  I don't want to come to school any more.  
This is not for me [laughs].  I should go back....But you know, like I said, but I had a 
teacher like [teacher’s name] and encouraged us and gave us ideas, and I think this is a 
good thing for learning because it shows you something that you didn't even know that 
you can do.  Even if it wasn't perfect, but you know it gives you a first step to 
something that you can do a lot from this like giving you the idea or giving you the 
confidence that you can do a lot more, you can learn.  I learned a lot from that.  So, 
when I got in the next level, and we have to make another presentation, but the topic 
was different, it was hard again, but it's like exploring yourself, like giving you 
challenges, and at the end you will get.  It wasn't perfect, but it wasn't real bad.  So, 
you can do it.  You can do this, and you can do more and more and more.   
 
Having an encouraging and helpful teacher not only allowed Nicole to conquer her challenges 
as she overcame her fear of presenting but also made her aware that she could do things that 
earlier had seemed impossible.  All these experiences helped Nicole to become more 
confident in her abilities as a learner and develop a belief that she could do anything to which 
she set her mind. 
I can say everything because I was in front of them, talking in English about my life, 
so I can do anything [laughs].  So it was a very good point of learning for me because 
it showed me a lot of things for me.  All those presentations, and I still don't like them.  
I prefer sit there in my place, nobody noticing me, just learning, but I think it’s good 
challenge for learn.  It's a very, very good challenge.  We didn't even know how this 
happened to us.  And I didn't, first after you do that, you sweating, you're so nervous, 
you almost cry, but after that you feel so comfort.  I did it, and for me, this is the best 
thing.  And I don't like them.  I still don't like them, but I think it's very good for you 
to explore yourself to make you notice what you can do and how you can do it, and 
how far you can go.  That's what I think for me.  It helped a lot.  It really help you 
because it makes you feel better.  It makes you like have a better relationship with 
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your students, it makes you feel more comfortable if you have the guts to be in front, 
so if you can do it here, you can do it.  It's easier, that's the best thing for learn.  Yeah. 
 
 As presented in Nicole’s statement, although she was scared and insecure, her 
teachers’ support helped her conquer her fears.  In addition, Nicole started to feel better about 
herself as a learner because she could observe herself being successful.  Nonetheless, Nicole 
stressed the fact that without her teachers’ help to complete the presentation assignment, she 
would have dropped out of the class and stopped her educational endeavors.  
And it's hard.  It's hard when your confidence is nothing, it's very, very hard.  And I'm 
really honest.  I wanna, I was gonna quit because it was very hard for me, and I have 
to say my sad story of my life in English and, “Oh no, I don't wanna do it.”  But 
thanks to [two teachers’ names] were giving us a lot encourage and ideas and 
everything and this is the think that help us a lot, that makes us feel confident to go in 
front of people and talk to them, and you are in the right place, nobody is going to 
judge you even if you are not speaking good and you're there to learn.  And I think this 
is, it was very good for me for learn.  It like opens the door.   
 
Experiences similar to Nicole’s were shared by Loren, who mentioned having an 
encouraging teacher as synonymous to having an ideal ESL class.  “[Teacher’s name] class, it 
was my first class, and honestly, when I took [teacher’s name], it encouraged me to continue.” 
Maria, who passed the GED examination while taking ESL courses, reflected on the 
role that one of her instructors played in her educational endeavors.  Thanks to her teacher, 
Maria felt encouraged and motivated to take the GED examination, which she passed the first 
time.  Succeeding in GED profoundly contributed to Maria’s development of confidence in 
her ability to do things, which motivated her to continue her education.  
But, I wanted to learn more English because I wanted to get a better job.  And I started 
taking English, Level 4 and then I enrolled for the GED.   And because I told the 
teacher, and he told me, “Why don’t you go and take the test for the GED?” And I 
said, “I think I’m not ready because I don’t know, I feel like I’m not ready,” and he 
said, “You took the class one time, and you are ready, and you never know if you are 
ready if you don’t take the test” because there is five tests.  And I say, “I don’t know.”  
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I feel like, I was afraid.  I had too many years with not go to school, and I have to 
remember everything, but I’m supposed to learn what’s in elementary school.  I say, “I 
don’t know.” But this teacher is a very nice, good teacher, he motivated me, [name of 
the teacher].  He say, “Go ahead, take the test, if you don’t pass it, you just do it 
again.” So I took the class again with him for a second time, and in the middle of the 
semester, I took the test.  And I told him, I got the appointment before the semester 
finished, and I told him, “If I don’t pass it, I see you next semester again.” But thanks 
God, I passed it the first time, all tests, I passed them.  And when I passed the test in 
GED, it motivated me, made me feel that I can do it.  And I say, I want to keep going.   
 
 The significance of having an encouraging teacher who also acts as a facilitator of 
challenging tasks, such as expressing one’s opinion or participating in class activities, was 
also stressed by Juan.  Creating a learning environment that encourages active class 
participation by all class members without fear and feeling bad about one’s pronunciation or 
potential mistakes was perceived by Juan as one of the most important duties of a good 
teacher.  
For me, the secret for the teacher is to find the right environment to push all the people 
in the classes talking, asking, or participating in the class.  The teacher can find many 
ways to help.  The idea is, “okay.  Don’t worry about the question, don’t worry about 
anything, we are learning, and okay.”  Because sometimes, the class is very formal, 
it’s only write, and all the people is uh, uh, writing, and that’s it.  You learn.  Okay, 
I’m trying to memorize the words, but no, no, because you need to be prepared to talk 
in English in any situation, in any place.  Only understand and say, “Sorry, I don’t 
speak English,” something like that.  But, you need to have some security about that 
and in the class, the secret of the teacher is, “Okay, talk, talk, talk, don’t worry about 
your pronunciation, don’t worry about anything.”  Okay, maybe you need a mental 
transformation, and it’s too hard because it’s not learn English, only it’s change your 
personality when you talk, so it’s hard for me.  I had a lot of experience of speaking 
Spanish in front of the public.  I don’t care.  Now I can speak English with many 
people in the front.  I don’t care.  Before, I don’t want it.  For me, I have problems 
speaking by phone.  It’s a bad situation for me.  I’m trying to skip that, but I need to 
understand, “Okay, you can do it.  Okay, you can do it.  Don’t care about the 
pronunciation,” but for me, it’s still a problem.  But if the teacher can find a way to 




As Juan posited, adult second-language learners face challenges that not only relate to their 
speaking abilities but also their personality.  Speaking another language requires learners to 
change their personality for which creating a safe learning environment is necessary.  
 Finally, Grace recalled her experience with one of her ESL teachers, who was very 
encouraging in regard to losing one’s accent.   
Yes, one time, I met a teacher, her name is [teacher’s name].  I don't know if she is 
still giving classes here; she is coming from [name of a country], and she tell us 
sometimes, “If I lose the accent, the strong accent, from my country, you have to lose 
yours, too.”  So, sometimes she gave a lot tricks to us how to do that and some 
examples, “Oh, look at your tongue, how you put it.”  Sometimes she made put our 
faces to put in front of the mirrors. 
 
As described by Grace, her teacher was very encouraging about losing one’s accent as she 
was not only giving an example of herself as someone who was capable of getting rid of her 
strong accent but was providing students with exercises that contributed to weakening their 
accents. 
 As indicated by the participants, being encouraging and caring toward students are two 
other characteristics desired by adult English learners in an ESL teacher.  Adult English 
learners might sometimes feel discouraged about their learning, and without a support of an 
encouraging and caring teacher, students might feel unsuccessful and even drop out.  On the 
contrary, a caring and encouraging teacher can make a difference, as he/she can have a 





Understanding Challenges Faced by Adult Learners 
 
 
 In addition to receiving encouragement for completing challenging tasks, having a 
supportive ESL teacher was viewed by students as a necessity to succeed in acquiring English 
because of challenges adult English learners face.  
 For example, Nicole indicated that it was crucial for her to have a teacher who 
understands adult ESL learners and the problems they face as she discussed adult learners’ 
challenges associated with attending ESL classes and the role supportive teachers play in 
conquering those challenges.  In Nicole’s opinion, without a helpful and supportive instructor, 
adult ESL learners would quit because they would not be motivated enough to continue 
attending their classes.  
If you don't have a good teacher, you won't learn, and you know, you wanna quit.  If 
you are trying so hard to go to work and, you know, if you are a mother or father or 
whatever you are, you making time to go to school, to learn English, and if in school 
your teacher is not helping a lot, it's not.  I know it's our job because we want to learn, 
the most of job is us because we are the ones, we are learning English, but we wanna 
have a good instructor.  We've got to have good teachers.  We have to have the 
decision we want to learn because if the teacher don't help, so maybe we are gonna 
get, like, get cold and just quit....You know, I stay home and I'm gonna relax.  And 
sometimes, I relax even with school.  I just, I know, I know what I have to do.  I have 
my book, and I'm just gonna do this and this because that's what I'm gonna do on the 
school, and they prefer to stay home if they don't wanna talk with the teacher, ask 
them, practice together, and reading and they say better pronunciation, teaching things 
like that.  They just gonna stop going to school.  And I don't know, like I said, I've 
been so lucky....If it wasn't for the teachers, it could be different.  It could be different 
because in every adult's life and every person's life, there are so many things around.  
It's just not the school and not just learning English, so there is a lot of things, their 
marriages, their kids, with the teenagers or young kids, there is a lot of problems, a lot 
of problems.  So you have to make time to attend to school.  If you are not getting 
what you want, so it's gonna be harder and harder, and you know, the thing is very 
important.  It's very important because it's a very important step that people do when 
they decide to come to school because they want to improve their life.  Everybody 
wants to improve.  That's why I'm here, because I want to improve my life.  I was 
depressed because I lost my job, and I came here, and let's suppose that I have a 
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teacher that wasn't compromising enough with what they are doing, so probably I 
would quit.  It's not their fault; it's my fault because I'm depressed.  I don't have a job, 
and I feel like I'm not learning too much as well, I can do this at home maybe with the 
computer putting the audio and listening, but for me, the better thing is to attend 
school, and have great teachers.   
 
Another student who discussed adult ESL learners’ challenges and the ability to 
conquer them, thanks to an encouraging and helpful teacher, was Grace who recalled her 
experience as follows: 
She has a game.  She has a ball in her hands.  You are in the class, you are tired, that 
was a night class, and she say, “Everybody come tired.  I know, but you are coming 
here for one reason.  That reason is learn, and you have to learn here.”  So she has a 
ball and she start giving the class.  When she finish to give you the rules and all the 
information, she select anyone and say, “Okay, you,” and she give you the ball.  
“Okay, give me one example,” and you have to.  So you have to wake up because in 
any instance, she can ask you.  It's like a game, but make me, make us to put a lot of 
attention, and I know we was a big group of people, and the people, almost everybody, 
finished the course.  Because that is the way sometimes teachers understand.  We are 
adults, we have families, we have a job to do, we have many things to do.  So for 
make us wake up.  That was great idea because she in any time, asking you the 
question.  “Okay.”  She just explained to us.  Then any moment, she give you the ball.  
And you have to make example.  So you don't want to be embarrassed.  So you have 
to wake up, put attention that is another quality.  Find the way, make the student keep 
the attention and the pressure, and you have to learn, and she say, “I know you coming 
tired, but you coming tired for learn,” so you have to learn in this way, and you have 
to make your mind open.  I learned a lot things from my different teachers, but I know 
from her, sometimes I was so tired, so sleepy, and she make us [snaps her fingers].   
“Okay, you come here, you have to learn, and we do.”  It was like a game, yeah, that is 
one point that the perfect teacher can have it.   
 
 As described by Grace, this particular teacher understood challenges faced by adult 
learners attending evening classes.  Although the students were tired after a day’s long work, 
the teacher found the method of throwing a ball to students as a way to engage them in class 
activities.  As indicated by Grace, such an attitude expressed by the teacher motivated the 
students to continue to attend the class as well as contributed to learning English.  
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 Another student who underscored the importance of having an ESL teacher who 
understands learners’ challenges was Marlene.  As Marlene indicated, adult learners face 
multiple challenges associated with everyday life, which is often reflected in lack of time.  
Consequently, lack of time contributes to learners’ inability to complete assignments on time.  
Having an understanding teacher who allows learners to submit their assignments late is 
perceived by Marlene as an essential element of learning.  Marlene also underscored the 
importance of being strict and following through.  
I think the first thing should be, should be understanding because we are adults, and 
we have different things to do through the week or the weekend.  I think that is very 
important.  The other one thing, sometimes it's good to be a little bit harder besides the 
understanding because you know you have to do it.  You know that's little conflict 
[laughs].  Only sometimes people use that for excuse:  “Oh, I don't have time, so 
whatever.”  Give you another time, is understanding, only that's all.  You have to do it.  
You know you have to do it because it push you little bit to do more work, right? 
 
As seen through participants’ narrations, another important feature of an ESL teacher 
desired by adult English learners is understanding the challenges adult learners face.  The 
main challenges adult English learners face while attending school is having multiple life 
responsibilities such as parenting and working.  Juggling school, work, and parenting is 
perceived by adult English learners as very demanding.  As indicated by many adult English-
language participants, without having teachers who are encouraging, caring, and supportive, 





Another significant feature of an ESL teacher that contributes to successful learning of 
ESL mentioned by numerous participants is being resourceful.  Some students reflected on 
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their experiences with teachers whom they perceived as resourceful, and some provided 
descriptions of a resourceful teacher as an ideal one.  As many of them indicated, being 
exposed to various modes of learning not only facilitates the learning process in the classroom 
but also encourages students to practice English outside the classroom.  Numerous students 
found it especially helpful to practice English online and use a computer to complete their 
assignments.  
 As Nicole described the program, she stressed the importance of having a resourceful 
teacher who follows learners’ needs as he/she provides the students with additional materials 
that allow them to master concepts with which they have problems.  For example, including 
technology in the learning process was named by Nicole as one of the tools that a resourceful 
teacher uses to ensure understanding and mastery of new concepts.  
I like the program and all the, all the time the teacher was like seen what are the 
students needs or what is the topic or the class they having trouble, and she saw or she 
watched us and said, “Well, you're having problems with this, and I'm gonna work on 
this; we are going to make extra handouts, and I'm gonna give you the tools, and we 
gonna work more in this even though if it's not in the program, but it's a little more 
help, and we help you.”  For otherwise, if the teacher care about what the program 
says, even though she is noticing nor they are noticing that we need extra help, and 
then it's just not one student, the most of them, if they ignore what we are having 
problems with this, we can go, and some point, we're gonna stop because there were 
some blanks or something that we didn't cover or wasn't clear for us, and we're gonna 
get in trouble, sooner or later.  We're gonna get in trouble.  So in my opinion, I think 
that the ESL class was for me because everything was new for me.  Everything was 
new, so everything for me was perfect.  And the program, I think it was good because 
always the teacher was, you know, was considering where we were, what we need a 
little more help and if we didn't have enough time, she gave us the tools.  “You know, 
you can go to this website, and you can work in this and this and this,” and saying, 
“Sorry, we don't have enough time, but I will help you, giving you the tools or where 
you can go to have extra work in this assignment or this topic, so it will help you.”  So 





 Anna talked about a resourceful teacher synonymously with an ideal teacher.  As 
indicated below, an ideal teacher is someone full of new and fresh ideas.  
The teacher is always prepared, got new ideas.  The teacher brings like fresh ideas, 
like new stuff, so we can learn, and she bring that another way, so you can challenge 
yourself or like become more easy with English.   
 
Anna recalled her experiences of having resourceful teachers who give students useful 
websites that they can use outside the class, which Anna found very useful.  
Some of my ESL teachers give me some ESL websites resources so we can when we 
have a free time, go to the computer classes, so we do stuff online.  And, they're for 
free too, so I can do this in the class and we can do this home.  They are useful. 
 
Elizabeth was one of the participants who talked about the importance of having a 
resourceful teacher, and in her opinion, a resourceful teacher was also an ideal teacher.  When 
talking about the significance of having various resources, Elizabeth stressed the importance 
of using computers and Internet websites when learning English.  
He would have different sources, like resources, like they would give you, like you 
can go to this website, you can have an access to a lab where you can hear yourself, so 
they can give you different sources of learning.   
 
In addition to Elizabeth, Olivia also reflected on her experiences with the learning 
resources to which she was exposed when learning ESL at MWCC.  
Well, here the teachers are giving us notes, which are helpful, and always the teachers 
are giving us some websites; are really helpful.  Sometimes, it's really hard for us.  I 
just moved to my new home, and I'm have an internet, but I have it on my laptop, so 
sometimes it's hard for us to get to the computer, but honestly, when I use here at 
MWCC, when we are here using the websites, are really helpful, really, really helpful, 
really good.  And then, I know, I heard somebody say: they are giving some tapes and 
those are helpful.  And pretty much all the material that the teachers are giving us are 




When Olivia was asked why she found them helpful, she indicated that she could find 
something that suited her best.  Moreover, she could improve her English as she could do 
more difficult exercises.  
Because there are many different kinds, and you can find the right one for you.  And 
also, most of the websites the teachers provide are the basic, and you can follow to the 
harder, to the more advanced, and that helps.   
 
 Another student who described the importance of being exposed to technology that, 
combined with other resources, contributes to developing English skills such as reading and 
writing was Grace.  
I like the way it is because we, the teachers push us work with technology, computers, 
interact, and people understand how important it is now in the jobs.  Every single job 
you have to use computers.  I know a lot of people come here to study English, and 
they don't even know how to turn in the computer, and you guys push us to interact 
with that.  And the perfect class is the way that we have it.  We have examples, we 
work with books, teachers try to make us interested in reading and writing, and this is 
perfect.  Sometimes it's hard to do, but that is perfect because if we don't do this that 
way, we don't learn.  So the perfect class is that.  Have technology, have the teacher 
directions.   
 
Grace’s use of technology was also seen when studying ESL outside the classroom, as she 
pointed out that one of her teachers provided her with a list of various websites.  
Sometimes, I use Internet.  One of the teachers gave us a lot of web pages.  One of 
them was [teacher’s name].  She give us a lot, and [teacher’s name] give me too.  And 
that is great because you can practice the webpage English.com, and I use it a lot. 
 
Finally, Grace’s inclination toward using technology was depicted as engaging and interesting 
as she described one of the learning activities that took place in the ESL classroom.  
When we research for some examples online, and we practice this in our paragraphs.  I 
like that because I am a visual learner, so I saw the information there, then I can 
practice.  I like that.  This is my specific activity I like because we talk individual, we 




 Emilia was another student who pointed to using technology as a preferred way of 
learning English that allowed her to become aware of the correct grammatical forms.  
Very helpful for me were the exercises on the Internet.  Sometimes they show the way 
because you can check later, and sometimes when you are checking the answer, you 
can catch how to do correct.  So it was very helpful for me, the Internet.  I’m talking 
about grammar because I always have problem with my grammar. 
 
In addition to being able to practice grammar online, Emily also talked about doing 
vocabulary exercises on the Internet, which she found very helpful.  
After fifth level, we start to use the vocabulary, and we used on the Internet, I don’t 
remember, press, something press.  We can do the exercise home on the Internet.  And 
we can check the answers, and it was very helpful because we can learn faster, and we 
can be sure the answer is correct.   
 
 Finally, the use of technology in and outside the classroom was perceived by Sofia as 
her favorite way of learning.  Doing PowerPoint presentations and using a computer to 
complete assignments were found by Sofia as especially helpful, as she indicated that learning 
in this particular way helps her understand and remember new material better.  
Using the PowerPoint, the presentations.  I think we also find on the Internet some 
exercises for that.  And after that, we talk and just remember that.  You give this 
information, but in conclusion, we have this presentation, and it works for listening 
and visual people.  I think it's the best way to teach people because when I did my 
projects in university, my final project was a PowerPoint presentation, and we always 
are using them. 
 
In addition, a teacher who uses a lot of technology was perceived by Sofia as an ideal teacher.   
 
But, the perfect teacher is like we talked about the PowerPoint, like a new style of 
education, like all the searches in the Internet because sometimes you can find 
something different, and they have so many applications, like vocabulary applications. 
 
As indicated by the participants, another relevant characteristic of an ESL teacher 
desired by adult English-language learners was to be resourceful.  As stated by the 
participants, a resourceful teacher exposes adult English learners to various resources to 
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learning English, including technology.  As indicated by the participants, technology allows 
them to practice English on their own and outside the classroom, which they find very helpful.   
 
Correcting Students’ Pronunciation 
 
 Another desired feature of an ESL teacher mentioned by students is one who corrects 
students’ mistakes. Irene, a 42-year-old student from Poland, described her experience with 
learning English outside as well as inside the classroom.  In both cases, Irene pointed to the 
difficulty of learning English associated with reading and pronunciation.  
Three times in the week, watch the movie, and now I start watch “Normal Movie,” 
and I bought the book, and maybe two times in the week, I try to read the book, and I 
need experience with writing or reading, and the reading, it's difficult for me because 
when I read, nobody can give me feedback.  Nobody correct me, and for me, it's 
difficult.  And the same problem is with the school because when we are reading in the 
class, nobody correct me, and it's sometimes we're reading, and nobody correct us.  I 
think it's not good experience because we need to more read and more experience with 
reading because English is difficult, different writing, different speaking, and different 
reading.  And this is problem for me.  And sometimes I don't know how exactly I need 
read exactly, to read the words, to pronounce.  It's difficult for me.   
 
Furthermore, as Irene was providing ideas about her preferred ways of learning reading, she 
indicated that teachers correcting students’ pronunciation mistakes would be the solution to 
her problem.  
I think it will be better if the teacher sit and correct us because the teacher never 
correct us when we read.  When we read, the teacher listen, they listen, but they don't 
correct, and it's not good.  I'm not good when I read, and the people, of course they 
have problems with reading, and for me, it's more difficult when I read and nobody 
correct me.   
 
How strongly Irene disliked the fact that her teachers did not correct her pronunciation was 
seen in her reflections about her least favorite activity.  “I don't like when the teacher say, 
‘Now we are reading,’ and we reading and nobody correct us.  I don't like this.” 
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 Javier, who had an experience similar to Irene, also pointed to the importance of 
having teachers who correct students’ pronunciation.  Javier described a teacher who listens 
and corrects students’ mistakes as an ideal teacher.    
The first one is, the principal one, is he has to listen to you, cause I know, when the 
student reads and he makes mistakes, sometimes the teacher does not say anything.  
He is letting him/her keep reading, and that student keeps making mistakes, and 
sometimes the teacher does not correct him or correct her, so the teacher has to pay 
attention of what the student is saying. 
 
 Among the group of students who underscored the importance of having ESL teachers 
who would correct their pronunciation and mistakes was Izabela who, when describing 
teacher/ student interaction in the classroom, pointed to the fact that teachers do not always 
correct students’ mistakes.  
Usually, the teachers usually not correct too much, not pushing like.  Say, “You say 
wrong.  Say different.”  They didn't do that.  It's good when they say, I like when they 
say, I need some person which one say, “You say wrong, say this way because this 
way is correct.”  I need something like that, some person like that.  Sometimes, they 
did it, sometimes, not.   
 
Furthermore, as Izabela described an ideal ESL teacher, she restated the importance of having 
teachers who correct students’ mistakes. 
Ideal teacher? Uh, I don't know.  Like I told you, teacher which one say in a nice way 
how we are supposed to say.  Like, not generally.  Like individually.  Like, say: You 
say wrong this word or the other word, and you are supposed you to say like that.  But, 
the thing is, you know, too many people in one group to do that.  But, that I think is 
going to be the ideal teacher.   
 
The participants talked about the importance of having a teacher who corrects their 
language mistakes.  As the ESL classroom is often the only place where students can practice 
their English skills, having an ESL teacher who pays attention to learners’ language use is 
perceived by the participants as crucial for improving their skills.  
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   Desired Ways of Learning English 
 
 
 In addition to commenting on the desired features of the teachers, students also 
expressed their opinions about their preferred ways of learning English in the classroom.  As 
students described their experiences in the ESL classroom, they pointed to the significance of 
being exposed to various modes of learning.  Among others, the students discussed the 
importance of making learning fun and interacting with other students.  
 
Making Learning Fun 
 
 
 When talking about experiences of learning English in the ESL class at MWCC, 
multiple students pointed to the importance of having class activities that are fun and make 
learning in the classroom more interesting and engaging.   
 Elizabeth talked about the significance of being exposed to fun learning activities as 
she reflected on her perceptions of learning grammar in the classroom.  Being aware of the 
importance of learning grammar, Elizabeth recalled her experience of learning it as boring 
and nonengaging.  
Even though I need, grammar is needed, too, it’s kind like boring....Another teacher 
that I had who made us repeat and just doing the exercises in the book, sometimes it 
gets boring, too.  I’m just thinking, how to improve that? If not like that, what to do to 
make things more interesting?  Like it’s hard, too, because there are some things you 
have to memorize, maybe with games, like a memory game.  I don’t know.  Since it’s 
for adults, and here are the facts, it’s the book, and we have to go through the books, 
and that’s it.  I would like to see more interactions with other media.  And they have 
so many resources now like computers, and I don’t know how much they would let to 
use them, like let you use them as a teacher.  But I think that would be great to use 




When Elizabeth was asked how she would like to practice new grammar points, she again 
mentioned the idea of using games, “Maybe creating games.”  
 Another student who pointed to the significance of playing games when learning 
English was Juan who described an ideal teacher as someone who uses games during class 
instruction.  As indicated by Juan, using games takes the pressure off the learner and causes 
him/her to participate actively in class activities.  
Because sometimes the teacher is always asking for the answer, but there is always a 
student who is trying to skip the answer.  You need to know you have to do something 
during the class in the start, in the middle, and in the end.  You have to do it all the 
time.  It’s a little hard.  You are a little scared because all the time you have to be in 
the public and in English, it’s hard.  But, she used a lot of games.  For me, was good. 
 
 Anna was another student who talked about games as one of her favorite class 
activities.  According the Anna, playing games makes learning English more interesting and 
fun.  
Oh, we got some brain games or something like brainstorming, we are doing some 
other games, but I don't remember now exactly.  But it's like most of fun, it's better 
learn, faster, than like sitting and be bored.  I remember one game.  It was like some 
teacher had little ball and he wrote like little sentence and if he was throwing the ball 
to you and you catched the ball, you had to write the sentence whatever.  It's pretty 
good game.   
 
Olivia also reflected on the importance of playing games in the classroom when she 
described a particular experience of playing a game in the classroom.   
One teacher at the end of the semester, she gave us a game.  This game, it was: we 
were two teams, we were three teams.  And she said a dictation.  We had to write 
down the sentence she was saying, so everybody has to write down and everybody 
showed, and the right one, we were trying to win the game.  So everybody tried to do 
the best.  So I guess the activity was very nice, and it was at the end of the semester, 
but it could be in the middle or the beginning because sometimes you're trying to, 
“Oh, I'm gonna do the best,” so I can try write down.  It can't be big sentence, it can be 
short sentence or some words.  And sometimes, she write down on the screen, “Oh, I 
did like this, but the right way is like that.”  Many activities I like, but the one was 
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helpful at that time.  I could see, people wanted to write it the right way.  So games are 
good.   
 
As indicated by Olivia, playing games is a good way to learn English because this type of 
activity makes all students participate, which, in turn, makes learning not only fun but also 
engaging.  Olivia provided more reasons for playing games in the classroom.  
Also, some teachers do games.  Games are good for people like me, I can say that.  
Some others, they don't need.  They say, “I don't need to do this because I can just 
read and memorize, and I can remember forever,” but some people, we need games, 
we need some short presentations, we need like probably different ways to teach. 
 
 Marlene was another student who recalled playing games as a very helpful experience 
of learning English.  
I have one teacher who made class activity, who give us something to do like game, 
play games, and we have to sit or stand up in front of the class and do some little acts.  
So something like this.  What else? They give us do the computer, the same, grammar 
most of the time, too.  We have writing essay.  I think that's most, the games things, 
they help you be more active and more open and no scared to speak in public.   
 
As Marlene described a particular learning activity that took place during her ESL class at 
MWCC, she described it as a game.  
I have classes with [teacher’s name].  He make for us like games, and one was: you sit 
down in the middle of the class and on the chair and you think about a famous person, 
and people are asking you question, and they have to figure out how you think about.  
That was really fun [laughs].   
 
Playing games in the classroom was also remembered by Marlene as a memory from ESL 
school at MWCC that stood out.  
I like activities like in the classroom.  I think that was my best thing to do because 
sometimes some classes can be boring [laughs], and when you get up and do 
something, it's makes you more open, and you can talk more and communicate.  
Games, like we have to, like three people, we have to make some act, and we go in 
front of the class, and we are acting over there.  That was really fun, too.  That was 
fun.  I like it because time goes faster, and you have to talk, and you have to go out 
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and you have to act in front of people, what sometimes is hard to do [laughs].  I think 
that's what nice.   
 
Finally, Izabela talked about the significance of playing games in the classroom as 
they help her remember new material better. 
Sometimes the teachers do some games that is good.  Especially last semester, we had 
some games.  She gives us some papers, small papers, and there was a one word, and 
then we choose from different.  We had to choose three and write something about 
this, like one time it was, like, put this words like a dream and write about that.  So, I 
think something like that is good because I remember more. 
 
 Desired ways of learning English was another subtheme named by adult English 
learners as they described how their needs were being met in the ESL program at MWCC.  
Making learning fun in the form of playing games was viewed as an interesting and engaging 
learning activity.   
 
Learning in Groups 
 
 
 As English-language learners reflected on their experiences of learning English in the 
classroom, many of them pointed to the importance of working in groups.  Nicole reflected on 
how creating a conducive learning atmosphere in the classroom in form of group work 
positively influenced her English acquisition.  “If the teacher make us work in groups, it will 
help a lot.  If we talk, like doing exercises in groups and taking time to read and answer, 
working in couples or a group, it will help a lot.”  Furthermore, as Nicole reflected on how 
students practiced new material; she indicated that working in groups contributed to an 
effective learning experience.  
We're reading, practicing, and having a conversation or talking times to ask the 
questions and answer them, like working together in a team work for certain 
assignments, working together, or you can even use the computer and have every 
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person has different ideas.  And so all of them are good ideas, and you can combine all 
of them and make a good effort.   
 
How helpful Nicole found working in a group is shown in her descriptions of an ideal 
program as she reflected on her learning experiences at MWCC.  Working in groups was 
perceived by Nicole as an opportunity to clarify questions and engage in thinking.  
For me, it was good enough because, you know, all the teachers all the time because 
when the class starts, it is just reviewing the homework.  You know, working together 
and clearing any doubts that they have and asking questions about it if it wasn't clear 
enough.  And then after revising the homework, just going to another topic another 
assignment, and working together in groups, making us think.  It's another good thing 
to make us think, not just giving us the answers, giving us tools and making us think 
and working together in groups.   
 
 Gina was another student who pointed to the importance of working in groups when 
learning in the classroom.  When Gina described interactions with her classmates, she 
explained why she found group work helpful.  
Good because all the time we have like homework, we make groups, and we compare 
the answers, and everybody talk about the class, I mean, the handouts, and it was more 
easy for each student.  So any question, anything you didn't know, you ask your 
friends, “Hey, this is right, or you understand this?” and if nobody like me or my 
friend didn't understand, so we asked the teacher.  So it was good communication.   
 
As stated by Gina, working in groups makes learning easier as classmates help each other, 
explain, and clarify homework assignments’ answers.   
 Another student who underscored the significance of working in groups or with 
another student was Elizabeth, who viewed learning with other people as more interesting.  
Moreover, she thought that learning in this particular way allowed students to learn from their 
classmates.   
I was happy with [teacher’s name] give the lesson and reinforce it and get practice 
with the partner or with the groups.  I think these are good strategies for learning.... 
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Working with partners is always interesting because it gives you a point of view of 
your partner, and you can correct and especially in an advanced class, like most of the 
people spoke English pretty good, but then when it’s, again, when people come to 
America, they speak better first than write, so they make a lot of mistakes when they 
write.  Let’s say they’ve been living here for 20 years and they know how to speak, 
but when they write, it’s bad because they never wrote English or they never learned 
the grammar in English, so they can’t correct your.  Some things you know, and you 
can apply them in writing, but there are some things you have to learn, and it’s 
interesting when you are with a partner, what they know, what you know.   
 
Ideas similar to Elizabeth’s ideas about group work were also presented by Liliana, 
who viewed group work as beneficial for learning, as students are able to learn from each 
other.  
One activity that the teacher gave us was to participate with the classmates.  I like that 
because in the last level, I work with my partners, and when I don't understand what 
the teacher says or I ask.  If I don't understand the answer, I ask the people next to me.  
And, that is best of all....But the teacher later put us in the groups, and that was good 
for me because I learn from my partners, and maybe they learn from me, too, because 
when we work in groups, one person remember one thing and other another.  That 
activity I like.   
  
Georgia also reflected on the importance of working with other students because she 
thought they were given an opportunity to exchange their ideas and help each other. 
Everyone has different things, so we can share.  And we can share why we chose the 
answer.  And we explain why.  After, the teacher gives the correct answer.  And they 
explain why.  So that's a good thing.  They can share what you think, what the other 
people think, so that's good.   
 
Moreover, as Georgia talked about her favorite learning activity, she again named working 
with her classmates.  
My favorite learning, this is share with my classmates because sometimes when you 
share with your classmates, sometimes you have different ideas, and sometimes you 
are wrong, and you can share why you're wrong and why they are wrong.  Yeah, you 




 In addition to pointing to the significance of learning in groups in order to master 
English-language concepts, Nicole also underscored the importance of creating an appropriate 
learning atmosphere in a group that makes students comfortable and feel good about 
themselves, so they are not only able to express their ideas but also to speak freely in English.  
I think it's all how the teachers lead the class, it will help us to get to know each other, 
to have a relation with them, to practice with them, to work with them.  There were a 
lot of practice, you know, work practice in the English to work with another classmate.  
Every time it was a different, so we knew almost everyone of each other because there 
were a lot of practice working with a different classmate.  You have the opportunity to 
give your own ideas, your own opinions, and everybody was open to listen.  If they 
didn't agree, they just give their opinion.  It was a very good group, it was a very good 
group, and you know, it's a whole part that will encourage to keep going.  Because if 
you feel comfortable in a place where you know everybody, you talk almost 
everybody, if you not close enough, but you know them, and you feel comfortable 
with them, it's very important when you are learning because you feel comfortable, 
you learning, and you feel good.  If there was something wrong with the people, they 
don't get along each other, it could be difficult.  But I think that's very important from 
the teachers how they lead the groups, how they make the classmate, the relationship 
with everybody work with everybody to know them to everybody, you know them, 
you know to make them feel comfortable and to be in a group.   
 
 In addition, Maria belonged to the group of students who expressed their preference 
for working in groups when describing interactions between students.  As indicated by Maria, 
working in a group allowed shy students to participate fully in class activities as they were 
being helped by other group members.   
I like how we work.  I don’t mind how the people is, quiet or they don’t wanna talk.  I 
tried to get close to them unless they really don’t want it, I say okay.  But it doesn’t 
matter who they are and how they are.  I try to communicate with them.  I don’t think I 
have problems, and I like the communication.  And I like to work as a team....Yeah, 
and I think that works and helps a lot the students because some people is afraid to tell 
the teacher this or that, like, “I think the teacher should do this or that,” but they don’t 
want to say it.  When we are in a team, somebody can do it.  So it’s a good idea to 
work in a team, like some people is timid, how do you say it? The people who is shy, 
yeah, kind of shy, maybe afraid if I tell you something, you can get mad, yeah, that 




 Finally, as Adriana described how students practice new material, she pointed to the 
usefulness of working in groups.  
First, I think we get together in groups maybe to help each other, to discuss how we 
are gonna work in the new material.  Maybe if it's to do statements or to fill the blanks, 
or something, sometimes if I see that somebody didn't understand, I can help them.  Or 
sometimes, I don't understand what I'm going to do.  It happened to me once, I was 
like, what I'm going to do? And I can ask the other classmates.  I think that's another 
good way to start...get together in groups.   
 
 Problems with group work.  Nonetheless, in addition to students who expressed their 
preference for group work, multiple students articulated their concern about it and pointed to 
the use of students’ native language during group work.   
 Natalia was one of the students who perceived group work as her favorite learning 
activity but also viewed it as problematic.  She indicated that because there is a large 
population of students who speak Spanish as their native language, Spanish speakers 
sometimes tend to have conversations in Spanish instead of English.  
Let's see, when they want us to [form] the little groups, but the big problem in my 
opinion, is we most speak Spanish speakers.  So we are speaking Spanish.  So, that is I 
like, but not much because at the end we finish the conversation in Spanish.  So, and 
it's because in this area are more Hispanic or Mexican people.  
  
 Similar reflections related to the problem of speaking Spanish as students work in  
groups were also presented by students speaking native languages other than Spanish.  
For example, Teresa, a student from Brazil who spoke Portuguese, described classroom 
interactions among students and pointed to using learners’ native language during group work 
as problematic.  
I think we have good interactions with the students, but I think the problem is, we 
have a lot of Mexican people, and sometimes when they don't know how to speak, 
they speak in Spanish with each other.  So I think that's not good because we come 
from other countries, so sometimes that's happened.  So we say, “You need to talk in 
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English,” so we try to catch the attention.  Sometimes that's happen.  So I think that's 
not good.   
 
Not understanding Spanish spoken by other students caused Teresa to feel excluded from the 
group, which resulted in creating a feeling of discomfort. 
When we are in groups, we need to discuss something, and some they don't know how 
they can say, and they start to speak Spanish.  So like this makes the students from 
other countries like shy; we cannot talk together and we need to interact, so sometimes 
that's happen.  
 
 Another student who had experiences similar to Teresa’s was Irene, a student from 
Poland.  As Irene discussed interactions among students, she talked about her perception of 
students using their native language that she does not understand.  
Sometimes, every time I go to school, I'm only Polish in the class.  Sometimes it's 
difficult because people start using Spanish, sometimes the teacher say, “You don't 
speak Spanish, and you use only English,” but they understand of course, but they 
don't speak English.  And this is difficult for me because I don't understand, and this is 
not good for me because these are English classes, not Spanish.  And they think that 
Spanish is the second language in the USA, and they think they can use it in the ESL 
classes, but they can't, of course. 
 
Furthermore, as Irene described her favorite thing about being a student at MWCC, such as 
learning new words, speaking, writing, and grammar, she again expressed her concern about 
students who often use their native language in the classroom.  
I like the ESL classes because I have more experience, and they, when I don't know a 
word, they explain the new word because most people live here for 15, 20 years and 
they have more experience than I.  And sometimes it's a very easy word, but I don't 
understand it because I never heard the word.  And we talk, we talk in the class, and 
we write.  It's good, and we take more grammar.  I like the ESL classes, but sometimes 
it's difficult because the people start speak Spanish, and I hate it when they speak 
Spanish.   
 
 Anna, another student from Poland, shared the same experience of feeling 
uncomfortable when students spoke Spanish when working in groups.  
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That is a challenge because like Spanish [Mexican] people, they speak Spanish to each 
other, and if I'm just one speaking Polish language, so when I listen to them, then, “Oh 
my God, what they are talking about?”  But most of them, they are so nice people.  
They speak English, and you can have nice friends.   
 
 In summary, group work is perceived as a beneficial learning experience during which 
students have opportunities to express their ideas, get help, provide help, and learn from each 
other.  However, at the same time, this particular form of learning might cause uneasiness and 
discomfort among students who do not speak the same native language as the majority of the 
students. 
 
Desired Features of the Program 
 
 
 Although the majority of the participants expressed their happiness and satisfaction 
with the program, many of them provided ideas of how the program could be improved to 
meet their needs even better.  Among others, the participants talked about having more 
instruction time, specific skills classes, student performance assessment tests, services and 
resources accommodating working adult learners’ needs, MWCC’s staff, and workshops.  
 
More Instruction Time 
 
 
 One of the common ideas presented by the participants was having more instruction 
time, as many of them believed that the amount of hours and frequency of classes were not 
sufficient to make progress at a fast rate.  Gina, one of the participants who viewed the 
program positively, expressed her concern about not having enough instruction, which 
prevented her from improving her English skills quickly.  
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I like the place, I like everything.  I don't know, for me it's just that they give us more 
time to learn.  So maybe they can make the programs longer.  That's the only thing.  
Uh, I don't know, I like the class were more longer because three hours, it's very short 
and just two days, for me, it's not enough.  So I would like the classes were more 
longer.  Because for me, because I wanna learn more faster.  I know, if I have more 
hours, I can learn more.  So for me that would be the best thing they do it, like more 
hours or more days maybe, yeah.   
 
Furthermore, the importance of having more instruction was viewed by Gina, as shown in the 
interview dialogue:  
 R:  What is your least favorite thing about it? 
 G:  The time. They don't give enough time.  
            R:  Is there something you would like to change in the ESL program at MWCC?  
 G:  Yes, it's the same thing I told you, the time, the time, yeah.  Or maybe if they give 
the opportunity to take two classes, like speaking and writing, that would be a 
good idea? 
 R:  Why do you think that would be a good idea? 
 G:  Because you learn more faster, and you pass the levels more faster, so.  
 
 Ideas similar to Gina’s were presented by Adriana who, when describing an ideal ESL 
program, underscored the importance of having classes meet more frequently than just twice a 
week.  
Okay, I think related with the classes, I would like to have Mondays to Friday, yeah,  
classes the whole week, Monday through Friday, to have classes Monday through 
Friday.  What else? I think it doesn't matter if it's just two hours per day, but I think it 
would be a good idea two hours per day, Monday through Friday because sometimes I 
feel the distance.  For example, I will have a class tomorrow – Thursday – and then 
Tuesday and attending school on Thursday, that's my last day of the week.  So till the 
next Tuesday, I feel like it's a really big difference of time.  So I feel like I want to, 
like, on Saturday, I feel like I want to speak or learn, and I think that would be a good 
idea to have classes every day of the week. 
 
As seen in Adriana’s statement, offering more instruction in ESL would allow the learning to 
become more effective as students would be exposed to the language more frequently.  
Moreover, as Adriana was reflecting on her least favorite thing about the program, she named 
the limited instructional time as something that slows her learning process.  Also, as she was 
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talking about the changes in the program that she would like to make, she again underscored 
the significance of more instruction.  Adriana’s ideas are illustrated by the interview dialogue: 
 R:  What is your least favorite thing about it? 
 A:  My least favorite thing? That we have to attend just two days per week.  
 R:  So, why? 
 A:  Because as I told you, I would like to practice one or two hours, but every day.  I 
think that's the way.  I feel more encouraged when I go to school, and I speak a 
lot of English there, then I go back or when I come back home or when I go to the 
library, I feel like if you turn on a switch and you are like in English mode.  
Suddenly, pum, everything starts to take sense to say something, like you start to 
think in English, like you start to speak more, to read more, you want more, and 
more, and more.  The more you speak, the more you want.  The more you learn, 
the more you want.  So that's why I like.   
 R:  Is there something you would like to change in the ESL program at MWCC? If 
so, what and why?  If no, why not? 
 A:  Uh, something that I would like to change in the program, I think, yeah, I want to 
change the days, the days of the class.  I would like to have class Monday through 
Friday.   
 
 Olivia was another student who viewed having more instruction as essential in order to 
progress in learning English at a faster rate.  Olivia’s ideas were reflected in the description of 
an ideal ESL class and program and, later on, in changes that she would like to make to the 
program at MWCC.  When describing an ideal ESL class, Olivia recalled her experience in an 
intensive English-language class and compared it to a regular ESL class.  
Well, I can describe that because when I took my intensive class, I learned a lot, and it 
was my ideal class.  But it's different because there are more than four hours a day 
with the different schedule like grammar, speaking, listening with a little bit of 
everything.  It's really great, but everything with an hour or two hours is not.  It's 
impossible.  So the great class has to be more hours during the week.  Now, I'm saying 
it's better than before because before it was one or two days one hour.  When I started 
taking class at MWCC, it was like nine years ago, usually it was one class during the 
week, an hour and a half, or two classes one hour each one.  It wasn't enough.  It 
wasn't enough.  And now is more hours, and two times a week is better.  How could it 
be perfect? More hours, of course, and then and pretty much like that more time, and 
also, the teachers can give more, we can learn more, more time.  So probably, that's.  
I'm not complaining about it, but that's why in my case, I'm learning pretty slow.  
Because I cannot afford intensive class, and taking ESL couple days during the week 
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couple hours, it's not enough.  That's what I'm saying.  I'm not complaining.  Can be 
better?  Can be better, that would be great.   
 
Although Olivia thought that the intensity of the classes was better in comparison to nine 
years ago when she first started attending ESL classes at MWCC, she still perceived the 
instructional time as insufficient.  The importance of having more instruction in order to 
improve her English skills more quickly was also reflected in her description of an ideal ESL 
program.  
More hours, ideal, more hours, and then I know it's gonna cost a lot, and then, like I'm 
saying, everybody is grateful for that chance they're giving us a couple hours.  
Everybody is so happy because you can walk through the place and you can see 
people here because they really want to learn, they are really interested in being 
somebody to help because if you ask them, what other goals you wanna do, it's 
because, I wanna learn English because I wanna help other people.  But I'm not that 
fast because of couple of hours, and I can't complain about it because it's free, which is 
nice.  We are grateful, so what's the ideal?  More hour, more hours without cost 
because we can't afford.  Honestly, we are poor people, poor class, and also that's the 
ideal, more hours.  I know it's hard to us to take those, but because we are interested, 
we really care about the language and care about to be successful, we take it for sure.  
That's pretty much.   
 
 Describing herself as a slow learner, Olivia perceived more intensive instruction as a 
factor that would contribute to her ability to reach her goals and ultimately become successful 
much sooner in her life.  Similar to Adriana, Olivia discussed the disadvantages of having a 
class just twice a week, and the belief that having ESL classes more frequently would prevent 
students from forgetting the material discussed in class.    
It would be great if we can do more, like more days, like four days during the week 
because a little bit of everything like every day you still remember.  It's not the same; 
like we have class today, and now, four days we gonna start again, and sometimes we 
are busy, and we forgot the topic we were talking about.  So if we thought today and 
tomorrow, and the two other days, we're still having the idea.  So like I'm saying, more 
classes, more hours, that'd be great.  If the program describe more hours during the 




 Like Adriana and Olivia, Maria was another student who perceived ESL classes that 
are offered twice a week as insufficient to learn English successfully.  According to Maria, 
having only two classes per week causes the learners to forget the material easily, which 
slows the learning process significantly.  
I would like to have more days of the class because we only have Monday and 
Wednesday.  I think that is not enough.  Especially, when you start learning, and it’s a 
comment that my husband say, “Two days a week is not enough,” because when 
you’re back next week to the class, you forgot a part of what you learned.  And he say, 
“They don’t have more classes?”  I say, “They do, but if I take another class on 
different days, it’s gonna be a different routine, different teacher, and even I can’t.” 
Because if I’m taking one class, I can’t take another one.  Because my sister’s in 
[name of the college], they’re going Monday through Thursday, four days a week in 
the same time; it’s from 8 to 12 and Monday through Thursday, four days a week.  I 
would like if they have more days here; it would be better.  Maybe they can have at 
least one class for the people who can’t take too many days, but more days will be 
better.  More hours too.  If it’s only two days, it should be more hours.  Maybe, maybe 
this is college, I don’t know, but more hours will be better and more days.   
 
 Sofia was a student who expressed her preference for classes that meet more 
frequently and are longer when she talked about challenges that she faced as an ESL student.  
Like, maybe I need more hours to, it will be better for me not just twice like because 
in another class in [name of a city], it was like Monday through Thursday.  It was like 
four days straight.  It will be better because it's like not enough for me.  I mean if you 
have a chance get these courses for free, you got to take them and use it.  You have 
this, you should use it.  Don't miss your chance. 
 
When I asked Sofia why she would like to have more hours of instruction, she responded that 
having more instruction would give her more opportunities to practice English.  
I like English, and if it's more hours, it's much better for me not just twice, four times a 
week, Monday through Thursday, why not to start your day with this? It's good, wake 
up, go to classes, and after that, I can work.  It's like shorter time, get more.  If you 
study for five years, once a week, if you want to speak the language, two, three times a 
week, it's not enough.  You want to speak, if you want to speak, you need every day 
practice.  And some people, they don't have this motivation, but they are motivated to 




Furthermore, as Sofia explained why having more instruction time would help adult 
English learners improve their English skills, she pointed to the fact that the ESL classroom is 
the only place where they can use and practice English.   
I'm in this environment, and I should speak English, and everybody around me and my 
boyfriend is American, but the people, Mexican, they speak this language in a class, 
that's it.  They are going to work, and maybe they speak Spanish.  They go home, they 
speak Spanish.  That's why, for me, it's easy, and it's like two hours, so it's four total, 
like six to eight per week is fine.  But for them, to improve, they need more.  They 
need like every day, or they need like work at home a lot, but it's maybe hard.  But it's 
just like going every day, it's much better. 
 
 Javier also pointed to having more instruction as something that he would like to 
change in the ESL program at MWCC, which was illustrated in the following dialogue.  
J:  I think, here, just they offer only two days a week for the ESL.  I think it could be 
better if they offer four days a week.  Just like the regular classes.  Because two 
days a week, two hours sometimes three, why not to have four days a week, 
maybe four days a week, two hours or three, it's just fine.  But not just two, 
maybe four days a week.  I don't think two days it's enough.   
R:  Why isn't it enough for you? 
J:  I think it's, I don't know.  I'm committed to come here, but for me it would be 
better to come here at least not just two days a week, four days because I like 
learning English, and I think two days, I don't think it's enough.  I need more time 
to learn....The MWCC can offer more days a week, more time.  We just need 
more time.   
R:  What is your least favorite thing about it? 
J:  The time.  That is not enough.  There is not enough time.   
As seen in the above dialogue, Javier also perceived the lack of sufficient instruction 
as an element that hinders his learning.  He considered himself a learner who needs more time 
to learn. 
 Finally, reflecting on the ESL program at MWCC, Monica indicated that she needed 
more English instruction because she wanted to learn English faster.  “This program can help 
me to learn English, but I think I need more hours because I think six hours we have, it's not 
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too much, for example, to me. More hours.”  When asked why having more hours would help 
her, she stated that six hours a week is not sufficient for her, as she wanted to learn English at 
a faster pace.  
Because six hours is not too many for me to learn English fast, because I need to learn 
English fast now because I want to go to intensive course ESL because intensive 
course has more hours.  Twenty hours, for example, a week.   
 
 As presented above, one subtheme discussed by adult English learners was the desired 
features of the program.  Having more instruction time was named as the major change adult 
English learners would make to the program, as they would have the opportunity to learn 
more English at a faster rate.  As indicated by the participants, for the majority of them, the 
ESL classroom is the only place where they can learn and practice English.   
 
Specific Skills Classes 
 
 
 In addition to having more instruction in ESL, numerous students suggested offering 
specific skills classes as one of the improvements that could be made at MWCC.  One type of 
specific skills classes proposed by students was a grammar class.  Elizabeth was one of the 
students who viewed grammar as a basis for developing other English skills, such as reading 
and writing.  Therefore, she suggested offering just a grammar class as one of the changes that 
could be made in the ESL program at MWCC: 
More grammar, like I said. I think grammar is the base, so I would like to get like a 
grammar class, all just grammar to set the basis, and after that, there will be like more 
reading where you combine all of the skills and, like, creative writing that will 
combine all of the skills. But the first thing that has to be build in my opinion would 
be the grammar and the basis for writing. It’s like the building blocks, then the idea, 





 Maria also pointed to the significance of having the option of taking a grammar class, 
which she perceives as the basis for developing all other skills.   
At the beginning, everything at the same time is okay because you can learn the basic.   
But, when you are in Level 5, they can test the student and say, “Okay, she needs more 
speaking or more writing, and I think it will be better.  And grammar, you need it any 
way, all the time.  Grammar, you need it in speaking, writing, or you need writing.   
But, like speaking and writing, they’re giving in summer.  But you can take only one.   
Why, you can’t take both at the same time?  Yeah, some people ask for that.  When 
the teacher say that, okay, I need more grammar, and I need speaking.  So which one 
should I take if it’s only one?  Why I can’t take both? 
 
As indicated by Maria, grammar classes are not offered at MWCC, and other skills classes, 
such as writing or speaking, are offered only during the summer semester.   However, as 
Maria stressed, only one skill class can be taken by the student.   Being able to take only one 
class is perceived by students as limiting as they also would like to work on other skills.    
In addition to improving grammar skills, some of the participants named a need for a 
speaking class during a regular semester.  One of the students who would like to be offered 
speaking classes was Emilia, who associated speaking classes with an ideal ESL class. 
You know, we still don't have enough speaking.  Because for me, it's the worst part.   
Now I start speaking because I don't have choice.  Now I know how to say, “no.” 
Before, never.  One year ago, I was, “Okay, I can do it,” and you know.  Now I know 
how to say, “No.”  And sometimes, if I need, I try to fight with people when it's, you 
don't have right, and you know and I know how to explain, now we don't have this at 
school.  So I think sometimes we have these extra classes, but not the speaking 
because we want to take speaking classes, but they have writing, but no.    
 
Moreover, as she reflected on the changes she would like to see in the ESL program at 
MWCC, she indicated again her need for speaking classes. 
You know one thing is the more speaking classes.  But you know, it's because one 
time, I took a summer class, and it was writing class.  It was writing, okay, we did 
some paragraphs, we did some paragraphs, but you know, the speaking for me must be 
only speaking, you know, all the time, we have to share about something, you know, 




The reason Emilia thought speaking classes would help her improve her speaking skills was 
because she viewed MWCC as the only place where she could have an opportunity to practice 
English.   
I know many, many people have the same problem.  And you know, before I don't 
have opportunity to speak because I was working with Polish people, so my boss she 
was Polish, so, you know, at home, I was speak Polish, so, okay, I was speaking at 
class, but when I have 25 or more, sometimes I'm at the last desk, and I don't even 
have a chance to speak.  When you have class, like speaking, you need to speak.  
Because you know, the teacher ask you about something, everybody needs to say 
about something.  So it's going to be helpful.  Maybe, in my case, maybe I would 
speak earlier, not like I start one year. 
 
Before I remember when I start work, my boss was calling me.  I was scared because 
how I can speak by the phone with American people.  It was like, oh my gosh, and you 
know it was a very short conversation, but like four minutes, and I did [laughs], and it 
was like oh, oh.  It was very stressful for me, but you know, day by day.  It got better.  
And now, I'm talking like one hour, and before – never happened.   
 
 Before Emilia started working with Americans, the only language that she was using 
was Polish.   MWCC was the only place where she could practice speaking.   In Emilia’s 
opinion, because of the lack of opportunities of practicing English, the development of her 
spoken skills was significantly delayed.    
In addition to Emilia, Izabela also pointed to the importance of having an opportunity 
to take a speaking class because of her problems with this particular language skill.   
We need more practice speaking.  They don't have this evening speaking classes.  
Writing, I took the writing this semester.  I think it was okay.  It was a little bit 
grammar and more writing.  But, I think this grammar – more practice.  That's what I 
need now.  And, speaking, speaking, speaking. 
 
The reason Izabela needs to work on her speaking skills was presented in her reflections about 
her least favorite learning activity in the interview dialogue: 
R:  What is your least favorite learning activity?  And why? 
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I:  I don't like speak.  I don't really like.  I know I have to push myself to do that, 
but I don't really like to speak.   
R:  Why? 
I:  I know my English is not good, and I'd rather not say something wrong.  I'd 
rather say nothing than say something wrong.  If I have to, I have to.  But 
usually, I say something, and then I think, “I shouldn't say that, and I should say 
in different way.”  But usually, I know after I say something.  So I'd rather not 
say nothing than say something wrong.   
R:  Why is this so? 
I:  Because I know my English is not good, and sometimes when people know I'm 
not good in English, they are usually, they know that, and they not correct me.  
Sometimes people, when they don't know, they because usually when they look 
at me, they don't know I couldn't speak English.  And when they say, and I say 
something, they look at me, and I say, “Oh my God, what did I say? Something 
wrong.  Okay, bye,” usually.   
 
As expressed in the dialogue, Izabela was afraid to speak because she might have made 
mistakes.  She felt she needed more practice in speaking to get rid of her fears and to improve 
her communication skills.   
 Experiences similar to Izabela’s were also presented by Allison.   Even though Allison 
did not express the need to take a speaking class directly, she talked about her fears associated 
with speaking English.  “Sometimes I don't like to talk a lot in the class because I think the 
teacher is not gonna understand me.  That's why sometimes I keep quiet because I'm afraid he 
doesn't understand.” 
 Nonetheless, Allison was aware of the necessity to practice English in order to 
improve her speaking skills as she was describing her favorite learning activity.   
One of my favorite activities is when you stand in front of your classmates and you 
present a project or you talk about your country.  I like that because you have the 
opportunity to speak and to express with your classmates.  And, that's one way you 




Finally, Olivia, who did not state directly that she needed to enroll in a speaking class, 
also pointed out the importance of developing speaking skills that would ensure successful 
communication in emergency situations such as a car accident or a medical emergency.   
We need a little bit more how we speak out, how we use probably, one class should be 
how you can express yourself in an emergency.  If one of you family member is sick, 
how you can run and how you can, I think we really need that a lot.  Okay, you got an 
appointment, how you gonna express yourself ’cause the doctors speak like this way, 
how you can understand him, how you can ask him, “Can you explain like this” or 
very much an emergency.  If you just crashed your car, how can you explain yourself, 
and not just reading in the book, not just reading the copies, just pretending be on that 
time.  If the program gives one class about emergency time, just talking about 
emergency time, you go to the hospital room, you go to the school because you had a 
crash or something, but one class about emergency moments.  I believe everybody will 
be interested about it.  Because sometimes we struggle with that, if you go to court, 
how you can express yourself, you're not guilty, but how can you express yourself, 
you don't know your rights, you'll be guilty.  Things like that.  I believe if the program 
can provide that, teachers should be trying to do that.   
 
 As presented above, being able to enroll in specific skills classes was another element 
adult English learners would like to change in the program.  They named speaking and 
grammar classes as classes that they would like to take, as both of these language areas are 
perceived by the participants as problematic.   
 
Student Performance Level Assessment Test 
 
  
 Another feature of the program that participants of this study would like to change or 
learn more about was the student performance level assessment test, or Comprehensive Adult 
System Assessment (CASAS).  As four participants indicated, the test was their least favorite 
thing about the program at MWCC.   When asked why, they provided two major reasons for 
their approach.  First, the participants believed that this particular test did not assess their 
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skills appropriately.  Second, the students were confused about the purpose and the results of 
the test.   
 For instance, Juan talked about the features of the test that he believed placed him as 
well as other students, in a wrong ESL level class.   
The problem is not the MWCC; for me, are the students because we are in different 
levels.  So we are in the sixth level with different people with different problems.  I 
have a problem with English as a second language.  It was the test to find your level, it 
was writing all the time.  In the end, I had a small test speaking.  So all the time, I was 
in high-level writing, but maybe if it was speaking, I will be in second level.  So for 
me, was a problem.  Is no the program; is the test to find your level.  But after you are 
in the program, for me the problem is in the test, the initial test for many people.   
 
When asked if he had any ideas how this problem could be solved, Juan indicated that it 
would be useful to have writing and speaking tests combined.  “Maybe doing some test 
speaking and not only writing.  I don’t know how to find a good combination about the level’s 
writing and speaking because it’s other problem.  We are in different levels in speaking and 
writing.”  
 Reflections similar to Juan’s were also provided by Marlene, in whose opinion many 
students were misplaced as they are characterized by various proficiencies characteristic for 
various skills. 
I have problem with the testing because I have in class some people who have really 
hard time to speak, only the writing and grammar, it's really good.  Only you cannot 
understand them when they talk, when they speak.  And they go higher and somebody, 
who have problem with writing and the speaking, stay behind because didn't pass the 
test or whatever, right?  It's, how to say, not leveled very great.  You know what I 
mean? … You don't have speaking over there, nothing, you know.  They don't test you 
from speaking; they test you only from writing and grammar and something like that.  




As Marlene was reflected on the things she would like to change at MWCC, she again pointed 
to the test.  “Yeah, the testing.  The testing, for me, the testing, yeah.”  When asked if she had 
any ideas for the changes, she stated that she would assess both writing and speaking skills: 
I don't know how, I really have no idea how.  I really have no idea, how, but would 
change something about do the test and also speaking, not only writing.  But I don't 
know how because also the teachers can approve you to go to the other one class, only 
that should be a test with this, I think.  I don't know.  That's my [opinion], I don't 
know.  That's my opinion because some people are really, really good with writing and 
really, really bad with speaking, so I don't know.   
 
Izabela also belonged to the participants who named the student performance 
assessment test as her least favorite thing about MWCC.   
I think the test, but not the test in the class.  I understand the instructor needs this, but 
the test in the testing center that is crazy ... I took the CASAS couple times and many 
times and like I took a test.  When I take a test, I like to know what I was doing wrong, 
and never I know.  And then they told me I have to go and do the Test of Adult Basic 
Education (TABE) and again.  And I don't have time to do it.  I read slowly.  I don't 
know if you know what the TABE is, is 50 minutes, 50 questions.  So, it's for me, it's 
not enough time.  And I don't think after this test, it show them all my education with 
English, what I learned in MWCC.  I don't think so.  So that's the worst, and those 
three months and all this crazy.  I always took the test.  So I am used, they tell me, “go 
and do test,” all the time.   
 
 Finally, Nicole expressed her confusion about the purpose and the test itself as she 
talked about her experiences with it.    
Maybe I would like to have more information about the test that we have to.   When 
you're in class, the teacher would give you a paper and say, “Oh, you have to go and 
do this test,” and you don't have more information.  You don't know what these tests 
are for, and sometimes that I saw with other classmates, they keep requesting, 
requesting, requesting for to do the test, and you ask yourself, “If you don't get these 
papers, why I am not taking this test?” or “What is this test for?”…So I would like to 
have more information.  What the tests are for, why you have to taken at certain time.  
Even the test, they call CASAS.  I don't even know that means.  I don't know nothing 
about them.  I just went to make these tests a couple times, and that's it....So I think 
that that would be a good thing, to let the students know what those tests are for, how 
it will help you, if they say, “These tests demonstrating, they are showing that you are 
a little bit behind or you're a little over,” so it would help you to get to study a little bit 
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more or to get encouraged that I'm doing fine, I'm doing good, so I'm gonna keep 
going.  If you're not good enough or you are having a little bit troubles, and you are a 
little bit behind or something, give an explanation.  That's the thing that I just, I just 
was thinking, and even with my classmates, we were talking about it because nobody 
knew exactly what they are for.  You know, there were some ideas, they were giving 
some of them, they say one thing and another, one say another thing that this is for the 
state to keep paying them or something, or no, you won't pass to the next level, and 
you know there are very different things, so you really didn't know exactly what to 
think, what exactly they're for.  And that's the only thing that would be good, give us 
explanation what are they for.   
 
As presented above, the participants provided reflections on the student performance 
level assessment test and pointed to its inaccuracy in level determination.  As indicated by the 
participants, many students were misplaced, which created problems in developing particular 
language skills.  They also provided suggestions on how the test could be changed to become 
more accurate and proposed a combination of a written and spoken test.   The participants 
would also like, to have learned more about this test, so they would not only have more 
information about it but, above all, improve their future results.    
 
Services and Resources:  Accommodating Working Adults’ Needs 
 
 
When describing MWCC’s ESL program and its qualities, numerous participants 
emphasized the usefulness of services and resources that MWCC offers to its students.   
 Helpful staff.  Before reflecting on the various resources and services MWCC offered, 
the participants named the importance of helpful staff that played an enormous role the in 
students’ success.  For example, Nicole’s experiences of exploring new opportunities would 
not have been possible without the help of approachable and supportive staff.  As indicated by 
Nicole, MWCC’s staff contributed directly to Nicole’s positive experiences, which she 
described as follows:  
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I heard a lot of good things from this school.  And one day, I just decided and called 
them and were so nice.  They were so nice.  They like when you are like strange here, 
and you don't know nothing, [and] I didn't know the school.  So when I called to [staff 
name], I called her and she was so nice, like she took your hand and take you step by 
step.  So she was so nice, and she tell me what is next.  Do this, and do that, and next.  
Like I said, she take your hand and walk with you.  And it helps you a lot.  You feel 
comfortable.  And that's the point.  I think that's why I'm getting confidence because 
there is so nice people.  They just want to help.  So they just want to help, so why not 
try? If I have question, why don't ask? So always, always there is always going to be 
people, good people, to help you.  If you are lucky to find, and I've been here for a 
year, and my teachers like [name of a teacher] and [name of a teacher] been so 
wonderful, and they encourage you to go farther.  And this is.  I feel happy to come 
here to MWCC because I think it's the best thing I could go after I lost my job.  That's 
the best thing I could do instead of staying home, got depressed, lost my job, [and] 
what I'm gonna do? 
 
David’s experiences with the MWCC’s staff also pointed to its helpfulness in 
achieving his goals. 
I improved.  I'm learning.  I feel very well.  I think the college can help me to get my 
skills, and with them, I can get some support.  Like the teachers, I think everybody is 
good because all of them speak English....The door is open to everybody, younger, 
older people to study.  When you have some questions, everybody can help you.  
Every teacher, or everybody, all people who work there.  This is my favorite thing, the 
best thing.  You can get help, a lot of help.  Some days, the college has some tutoring 
to help you.  When you have a question or some homework, you can go there, and 
somebody can help you.   
 
Experiences similar to David’s were also shared by Loren who expressed her gratitude 
towards helpful staff members.  In the following statement, Loren gave a detailed explanation 
of how she was helped. 
She used to work there, but I don't know where is she now.  Her name is, I think [staff 
member’s name]; she helped me to do a test because I told her, “I'm looking for a job 
and want to continue my education, but I'm not sure in which area,” so she did the test 
for me, like a psychology test, to make sure in which area I'm stronger than in other 
area.  Yeah.  She helped me a lot, and she did many resumes with me, and she copied 
them.  I got this service.  And Mr. [name of a staff member], I think his name, yeah.  
Now I will go and see him.  He is very nice.  Yeah.  I asked him about some stuff and 
he helped me, and he researched for me, and he asked for me.  And I told him that I'm 
looking for a job, and he asked his friend – he is from my country – if I can work 
186 
 
there, but he doesn't have any opening now.  Yeah.  They help a lot.  They help a lot.  
They understand that we came from our countries and we need to work, we need to 
learn, so they help us a lot.   
 
As seen in Loren’s reflections, she was helped in making a decision about her major.  
Furthermore, Loren indicated that she also received support when looking for a job.  MWCC 
staff not only helped her with her resume, but some staff members even became personally 
engaged in looking for a job for Loren.   
 Lino also viewed MWCC as a place that opened up new opportunities in life.  As 
someone who had recently lost a job, Lino was helped to enroll in an accelerated career 
opportunity program offered in heating, ventilation, air conditioning, and refrigeration.  As he 
looked for some answers to his questions, this is what he found at MWCC:    
Well, I lost my job, so I came to school, and I stopped there at the front desk, and I 
tried to find the answers for my questions.  I heard a lot of people outside the college 
and that this college offer different sources, so career or help.  So I tried when I come, 
and I find a lot of resources to help.  And it's just you need to ask people then and keep 
forward. 
 
As Lino described the program, he stressed the abundance of resources and the staff’s 
helpfulness at MWCC.   
They have a lot of resources to help, if they come over, everybody can help them in 
different way.  Because we need to ask if he or she need to start ESL classes or any 
career, there is a lot of help.   
 
Furthermore, as seen in Lino’s reflections, support services staff is perceived as very helpful, 
which was very encouraging to Lino.  This helpfulness was also portrayed in Lino’s further 
description of how he had been helped by staff members: 
After my morning classes, the career, there was a support class for one hour, but never 
there was enough time.  Sometimes you can be longer and learn more about 
computers, especially teacher, she teach me my resume, and I don't have that much 
practice with the computer, but now I keep practicing every day, watching my e-mail.  
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Yeah, we created an e-mail, too, at school, and well, so far, I learned more than I ever 
believed I would learn.   
 
Workshops.  In addition to having helpful staff, MWCC provides students with 
workshops that allow students to practice and develop English skills outside the classroom.   
Nicole was one of the participants who described the program as complete because, in 
addition to offering free ESL classes, it also offered workshops and tutoring services that 
allowed students to work on English skills outside the classroom as they practiced 
pronunciation, speaking, reading, and writing.   
Well, I think it's good because it gives you, like, it's for adult class, so we are mothers, 
we're wives, most of them work besides come to school, and I think having two days 
at week is very good.  It's not just a couple hours, it's, you know, I think the MWCC 
program is very complete because besides they're having the ESL class, there is 
workshops, there is writing and reading, and we can attend to them.  After the class, 
we were attending to them, and this open class you can attend any time, and you don't 
need to sign or you don't need to be enrolled in that class.  It's just you can attend to 
them.  It was exactly at the end of our class, so we have enough time to go there, and it 
helped us a lot.  Because it helped reading and writing, you know, and fun.  Games 
and, you know, the teachers, they're very good, they know what they're doing; they 
have a lot of patience.  You know, we have mirrors and helping us with the 
pronunciation and everything.   
 
 In addition to workshops and other resources that concentrate on English, Nicole 
talked about workshops offered by MWCC that helped students find a job or gave them 
opportunities to explore various professions and offered bridge classes.   
Using the computers and workshops and the healthcare bridge, it's one of the resources 
that you can explore, if you like it or not.  I think it's a very good program because 
sometimes you don't know what to do with your life, even if you are old enough to 
know, you don't, you really don't know; I really didn't know, and I'm still working on 
it, but this kind of resources, they help you a lot to see if this is for you or is not for 
you.  The workshops, the listening, and reading, and pronunciation, they're very good, 
the computers, they're, they have a lot of resources.  Sometimes you don't even know 
that you have those kind of resources.  And they're very good and very useful.  
Employment workshop, that's another resource.  I just talked with the lady from the 
office, and she was revising my resume, and I still need to work on it, and I will attend 
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tomorrow one of the workshops.  Since our classes end, she talked about, but I didn't 
attend because I was in Mexico, but I knew, I knew about this, and I make an 
appointment.  I forgot her name, and she told me that, and it's a very useful tool.   
 
All in all, as presented in Nicole’s reflections below, the workshops and other resources 
offered by MWCC contribute to making the learning experience complete as students have 
opportunities to learn English both inside and outside the classroom. 
I think it's everything.  It's everything all together, so I think that everything makes 
their part; it will help you to do the whole thing.  Like attending to those workshops, it 
will help you with pronouncing.  Something in the class, like especially if you are a 
little bit higher levels, they will always help.  If you don't know how to pronounce 
certain words, she will help you.  But those workshops, they're exactly for that, like 
pronouncing every word, knowing the meaning, and the ways you can use it.  It's a 
whole together, like it's giving you the tools.  When you in class, oh, I saw this in the 
workshop, and we're talking about,” or the other way, and when you're there and see 
one word, and oh, I saw this in class, and you know, it is helping you, like giving you 
like an ingredient for making you to put them all together and use them.  And I think 
that's very important for each student to know what is the tools that we have here, the 
all resources that we have for to explore them and use them.  Because sometimes you 
just, you just attending to class, and it's good enough, but if you take some extra help, 
it will help you.  Nothing is repeating, nothing is.  Sometimes, you feel like, oh, again 
I just saw this in other class or this is something similar.  It never is repeating.  The 
more you repeat, the better for you, the more you will get it, the more it will help you.  
So, I think that everything is very important to take advantage of the resource that the 
school has.  That's why I'm still thinking that better way to learn is attending to the 
school because there is just not only the English, the ESL class; there is a lot of 
workshops, a lot of resources that you can use.   
 
 Another student who expressed similar opinions about the workshops and resources 
offered by MWCC was Adriana, who talked about them as her favorite things at MWCC.   
We have tools, or we have workshops.  I didn't mention workshops.  We have 
workshops, and you can attend to a workshop.  Maybe if you cannot attend to a 
workshop every class or every time they have one, you can skip and go next week, or 
you have time and you are welcome to come back to still attend to a workshop.  That's 
something that I like about the program – the flexibility that the program has because 
you feel like, you don't feel that pressure that you have to attend exactly one day and 




As Adriana discussed how the program met her needs, she indicated that she was very happy 
with it as it gave her many opportunities to work on things that she needed as an adult, such as 
practicing job interviews or writing a cover letter and resume.   
I think they meet really well because you have the opportunity to practice job 
interviews, they teach you how to do a resume, a cover letter, and we, as adults, we 
have that necessity to learn.  It's like more, they are more in that way, how and why 
we want to learn English.  And I think it's almost the same goal or the same 
achievement for every student, to get a job or to improve you, language because of 
your job.  And they have a lot of tools or workshops, like the one job interviews, or 
resume, or cover letter.  I think it's more in that way, the program.  And I think it's 
good.   
 
 Finally, Teresa reflected on the usefulness of tutoring services and workshops when 
learning English outside the classroom.   
I used tutoring, like I come to participate in the workshops, so I come because 
sometimes in the class, the teacher don't have time, not time, but the subject like they 
cannot emphasize the pronunciation.  So I come for the workshop, so I can study 
specific like the sounds, the short vowels, the long vowels, so I use these resources 
they offer to us.   
 
Need for workshops in the evening.  The usefulness the workshops as perceived by 
students was presented previously; nonetheless, as indicated by other participants, not all of 
them had such opportunities.  Students who worked during the day and attended classes at 
night could not attend the workshops offered during the day.   
 Anna, who reflected on her use of services and resources offered by MWCC, indicated 
that, unfortunately, she could not use them because there were very limited services offered in 
the evening and on weekends.   
I have an e-mail from MWCC, the website, some resources.  Oh, the tutoring, they 
have like morning hours, and I'm working during the day, and nothing during the 
weekends, so I pass this, and the same with the computer lab.  So for me, I'm behind 
with that because I'm working during the day, and I got time in the evening, and they 




 Experiences similar to Anna’s with respect to the services and learning resources 
offered by MWCC were also presented by Irene, who worked during the day and could attend 
classes or participate in any other educational activities only in the evening.   
No, but they only have the classes in the morning, and everybody works.  And when 
they have afternoon, of course, but we need to work, we need money, and we are not 
using the workshops because they have only them in the morning.   
 
Finally, when Javier was asked about his use of services and resources offered by 
MWCC, pointed to the time of the workshops as the main reason why he did not attend them.   
“Maybe the time when they offer them, I can't come because of my work schedule.  Maybe 
they offer them during the day.”  All in all, as indicated by students who worked during the 
day and attended the classes at night, their additional learning services were limited as the 
workshops were offered during the day time.    
The participants discussed how services and resources offered by MWCC 
accommodated their needs.  They viewed college staff members who were always ready to 
help as especially helpful, which ultimately was perceived by students as necessary for their 
success.   Moreover, adult English learners reflected on their experiences with services such 
as workshops and tutoring and pointed to their usefulness and helpfulness in improving 
English skills.   However, adult English learners who attended evening classes pointed to the 
lack of opportunities to attend workshops and tutoring services in the evening or on 








 Three major themes emerged from the data and were organized in three parts.  Part I: 
“I Have a Lot of Confidence in Myself”:  English Learning and Identity Development 
findings discussed changes in adult English-language learners’ self-perceptions as they 
indicated that they became more confident, which enabled them to become part of a 
community, to become independent, and to feel better in life and as a parent.  Accordingly, 
the findings in Part I were closely aligned with the first research question of the study, which 
asked, “How do adult English-language learners perceive the role of ESL programs in their 
identity construction?” 
 Part II:  “I Changed My Life Like 100 Percent”:  English Learning and Life 
Transitions findings revealed perceptions of changes in adult English-language learners’ lives 
as they talked about their ability to change or find a new job and develop awareness of new 
opportunities and possibilities in life.   Finally, Part III: “It’s Just Good Atmosphere”: 
Response to Adult English Learners’ Needs concerned adult English-language learners’ 
reflections on how a noncredit ESL program at a community college and the college itself met 
their needs, as they discussed desired characteristics of teachers, ways of learning English, 
and features of the program.   When discussing the desired characteristics of the teachers, the 
participants underscored the importance of having friendly, open-minded, encouraging, 
caring, understanding, and resourceful teachers.   Making learning fun and learning in groups 
or with partners were major points examined by the participants when talking about their 
desired ways of learning.   
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Finally, when talking about the desired features of the program, the participants underscored 
the importance of more instruction time and specific skills classes.   They also reflected on the 
student performance level assessment test as well as how services and resources offered by 
MWCC accommodated their needs, pointing out the need for workshops offered in the 
evenings.  Consequently, Part II and III findings are closely aligned with the second research 







The Study Findings and Existing Literature 
 
 
The first theme of this research study presents adult English learners’ changes in self-
perceptions.  The majority of the participants noticed a difference in their confidence in 
speaking English when comparing their confidence before and after attending noncredit ESL 
classes at MWCC.   Developing confidence in speaking English directly contributed to the 
changes in perceptions of how the participants viewed their position in American society and 
how they felt about themselves in their lives and roles.  This particular theme addresses 
concepts related to identity construction of adult English-language learners and identity theory 
(Stets, 2006) (a microsociological theory), a theme not previously found in adult English-
language learners literature.   Furthermore, this particular finding makes a reference to 
sociocultural approaches to literacy that integrate the concept of identity as a continuous 
social process of self-making when interacting with others (Bartlett, 2007).    
The second emergent theme refers to participants’ perceptions of their life changes 
that took place after they started to attend noncredit ESL courses at MWCC.  As indicated by 
the participants, their ability to find a job or change a job to a better one was directly 
influenced by improving their speaking skills that they developed when attending ESL 
courses.  Moreover, participants who currently did not have a job expressed their confidence 
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in finding one in the future.   Additionally, developing awareness of new life opportunities 
and possibilities regardless of their age was another result of attending ESL courses at 
MWCC.  The literature on adult English-language learners implicitly addresses life transitions 
and discusses various aspects of their experiences in ESL programs.  Results from this study 
talk directly about life transitions experienced by adult English-language students – a theme 
that adds to the literature on adult English learners.    
The last theme that became apparent in this research study is how an ESL program at a 
community college and the college itself responds to adult English learners’ needs as the 
participants reflected on their experiences with their teachers, the ways in which they learned 
English in the classroom, and how the program met their needs.  This particular theme adds to 
the literature on adult English learners’ experiences, and it also aligns with the principles of 
humanistic education, a concept not previously discussed explicitly in the literature of adult 
English-language learners.  Moreover, it addresses barriers faced by adult English-language 
learners when attending noncredit ESL classes at a community college, which adds to the 
literature on adult English-language learners.    
 
“I Have a Lot of Confidence in Myself”:  English Learning 
and Identity Development 
 
 
When connecting the first emergent theme of this study to the existing literature, a 
strong relationship between identity theory (a microsociological theory) and adult English-
language learning was found, a theme not previously discussed in adult English learners 
literature.   Using investment theory, Norton (2000) investigated a relationship between social 
and historical relationship between the learner and the target language.   Investment theory 
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states that second-language learners’ identities constantly change as they are influenced by 
contexts in which they live, and their investment in language learning is shaped by multiple 
identities within a particular context (Norton Peirce, 1995).   Consequently, the concept of 
investment in second-language learning introduces a new question associated with learners’ 
commitment:  “What is the learner’s investment in the target-language practices of this 
classroom or community?” (Norton & McKinney, 2011, pp.  75-76).   Moreover, identity, as 
defined by Norton (2000), is one’s understanding of his/her relationship to the world, how this 
relationship is shaped across time and space, and how one’s possibilities for the future are 
understood.   Furthermore, the major purpose of Norton’s (2000) study was to investigate how 
learners made sense of their experiences and to what extent participants’ personal histories 
intersected with English-language investment.  Consequently, Norton’s (2000) study 
examined how learning English was shaped by participants’ multiple identities they had had 
before they arrived in Canada.    
Other researchers also used Norton’s (2000) conceptual framework to investigate 
identity construction.  Skilton-Sylvester (2002) examined how Cambodian women’s identities 
influenced their investment in learning English.  Butcher and Townsend (2006) investigated 
how participants’ contexts shaped their investment.  Lee (2008) examined how classroom 
discourse influenced students’ identities.  Gao et al. (2008) looked for the reasons Chinese 
research students learned English.  Menard-Warwick (2004, 2005, 2006) investigated 
participants’ identities and how they influenced their English learning.  Warhol (2004) 
investigated students’ investment in English learning, concentrating on participants’ 
educational goals and how their goals were used to measure academic achievement.   
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Unlike Norton’s (2000) study and other studies that used Norton’s conceptual 
framework for identity construction, this study did not investigate how participants’ 
investment was influenced by their multiple identities.  The purpose of this study was to 
examine how adult English learners perceived their life transitions and identity construction 
that resulted from their experience in noncredit ESL classes offered at a community college.   
Therefore, the theory of investment does not address all concepts that relate to this particular 
study.     
 
Identity Theory (Microsociological Theory) 
 
 
The first emergent theme aligned closely with identity theory (microsociological 
theory) as it provides a theoretical basis for adult English-language learners’ identity 
construction – a theme that was not previously discussed in adult English learners’ literature.   
The main purpose of identity theory (microsociological theory) is to explain meanings of the 
multiple identities people have; how their identities relate to one another within; how they 
influence one’s behavior, thoughts, feelings, and emotions; and how one’s identities are 
connected to society at large (Burke & Stets, 2009).  Consequently, identity is defined as “the 
set of meanings that define who one is when one is an occupant of a particular role in a 
society, a member of a particular group, or claims particular characteristics that identity him 
or her as a unique person” (Burke & Stets, 2009, p. 3).    
As posited by Stryker (1980), emergence of one’s identity happens through social 
interactions and self-categorizing in a society and recognizing one’s particular role (Stets & 
Burke, 2000).  The major characteristic of identity theory defines the self as a holder of 
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different roles in a society (Stets & Burke, 2000).  Indeed, the self’s emergence is possible 
through social interactions that take place within a society in which people occupy different 
positions; in other words, the interactions involve individuals’ life roles.  During interaction, 
signs, symbols, and language come to action, and individuals use symbols, including words 
and language, in order to identify themselves.  Symbolic labels name individuals and give 
them identity during interactions (Burke & Stets, 2009).    
Role identities are closely connected to social positions and roles, which are 
synonymous with the sets of expectations associated with a particular position such as a 
spouse, parent, worker, student, etc.  (Stets & Burke, 2000).  Consequently, through self-
labeling and self-definition, an individual develops self-conception and cognition as a result 
of the role he/she occupies as a member of a particular social category (Burke, 1980).  In 
addition to occupying roles in society, individuals are also members of groups, and therefore, 
they also have social identities (Stets, 2006).  A social group consists of individuals who 
belong to the same social category comprised of individuals who are similar to one another 
and are categorized and labeled as the in-group members (Burke & Stets, 2009).  As a result 
of belonging to a group, a person is connected to others who share the group membership 
(Burke, 2004).  Finally, there is a person identity that views an individual as unique (Burke & 
Stets, 2009).  Burke and Stets (2009) define the person identity as “the set of meanings that 
define a person as a unique individual rather than as a role-holder or group member” (p.  124).   
All types of identities are controlled and verified by others in the form of interactions 
(Burke, 2004).  In addition to interactions that take place in the form of language, signs, and 
symbols, perceptions have been named by Burke and Stets (2009) as paramount to the identity 
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process as they tell one what is happening, and they are viewed as the only source of this 
information.  Furthermore, perceptions are meanings that are significant to the identity as they 
are responses to the stimuli that imply the perceiver’s identity (Burke & Stets, 2009).   In 
other words, the perceptions construct the input to the identity process as they provide 
comparisons to other meanings already present in one’s identity.  Consequently, one’s 
perceptions might include observations of one’s behavior, others’ reactions to the behavior –  
both verbal and nonverbal – or a combination of both (Burke & Stets, 2009).    
As presented in the first theme of changes in self-perceptions, adult English learners 
could observe changes in how they felt about their speaking abilities and themselves before 
and after attending noncredit ESL classes at MWCC.  Before attending ESL classes, they felt 
very insecure about their speaking skills, which manifested in being nervous, stressed, 
embarrassed, and shy when interacting with English-language speakers.   It is worth noting 
that some speakers had even purposefully avoided contact with English speakers before 
attending ESL classes.  After starting to attend noncredit ESL classes at MWCC, they 
developed confidence in their speaking abilities, which contributed directly to the changes of 
their self-perceptions.  As a result of these changes, they started to feel more secure about 
their English speaking skills, which allowed them to function fully in their everyday lives.   
Consequently, adult English learners’ development of confidence influenced 
significantly their self-perceptions leading to changes of their multiple identities.  First, they 
observed changes in their social identity as they changed the way they viewed themselves in 
American society.  From perceiving themselves as outsiders who were unable to communicate 
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and as a lower class of citizens, they started to view themselves as integrated and equally 
worthy community members.   
 This particular finding – that participants started to perceive themselves as part of 
American society – also adds to sociocultural literature on literacy.  As indicated by 
Hall (1996), individuals construct their social selves through ongoing processes of 
identification.  As posited by Holland, Lachicotte, Skinner, and Cain (1998), individuals tell 
themselves and others who they are, and they try to act as someone whom they believe they 
are.   Developing one’s self-understanding is a product of one’s understanding of performance 
in various social positions as “identities are lived in and through activity” (p.  5) in a social 
world that combines culture and social relationships (Holland et al., 1998).    
 Moreover, the sociocultural approach to literacy indicates that “the concept of 
identity” (Bartlett, 2007, p.  53) (italics in original) allows individuals to situate themselves in 
society and its culture as identity is viewed as a continuous social process of defining oneself 
while interacting with others.  Interactions with others are significant because they not only 
allow learners to use the language, but, above all, verify its appropriateness (Bartlett, 2007).  
Furthermore, Bartlett (2007) posits that literacy is reflected in “interpersonal (seeming)” and 
“intrapersonal (feeling)” (p.  55) levels.  Although the first level reflects one’s efforts to 
convince others about one’s literacy competency, the second one reflects convincing oneself 
about one’s own literacy competency.  Consequently, in order to be able to “seem” (p.  54), 
one must engage in doing literacy competency in a legitimate context and with competent 
individuals.  In order to be able to “feel” (p.  54), one must develop perceptions of one’s own 
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literacy abilities (Bartlett, 2007).  All in all, as posited by Bartlett (2007), doing literacy is 
reflected in identity work that takes place constantly during social interactions. 
 The second change in self-perception relates to adult English learners’ person role/ 
identity that changed after they started to attend noncredit ESL courses at MWCC.  Because 
of the perceived confidence in speaking abilities, multiple participants reported on becoming 
independent from others, which made them feel much more comfortable.    
 In addition to developing independence from others, multiple participants reflected on 
how their person identity changed.  As indicated by Burke and Stets (2009), person identity 
refers to “the set of meanings that define the person as a unique individual rather than a role-
holder or group member” (p. 124).  Furthermore, the meanings are formed on cultural 
characteristics that individuals perceive as their own, which is the basis for defining and 
viewing themselves as unique individuals.  The person identity change is visible in 
participants as they started to view themselves as new people who feel alive, young, and are 
capable of developing new interests.    
The third change in self-perceptions related to adult English-language learners’ role 
identity is closely connected to social positions and roles (Stets & Burke, 2000).  The changes 
in role identity became salient in adult English-language learners as they started to feel better 
about themselves as parents.    
Furthermore, the changes of self-perceptions would not have been possible without 
adult English learners’ verification of their own and others’ reactions to the changes that took 
place in their lives.  Consequently, not only the participants themselves noticed a difference in 
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their confidence and how they viewed themselves, but they reported that their closest family 
members and neighbors could observe changes that took place in participants’ behavior.   
 
“I Changed My Life Like 100 Percent”:  English Learning  
and Life Transitions 
 
 
 The literature on adult English-language learners implicitly addresses their life 
transitions only when discussing various aspects of learners’ experiences in ESL classes, such 
as needs, policies, and practices of ESL programs, and their transitions.  Some of the studies 
indicate a positive influence of attending ESL courses on learners’ lives as they perceived 
improvement in their communication skills and employment opportunities and started to feel 
empowered (King, 2000; Menard-Warwick, 2008; Zacharakis et al., 2011).   Buttaro (2001) 
investigated how linguistic, educational, and cultural needs of eight adult ESL Hispanic 
women were met in adult ESL classes.  Participants’ of Buttaro’s (2001) study indicated that 
their participation in ESL classes helped them to improve themselves and their personal 
effectiveness in American society as they became capable of helping their children do their 
homework, speaking to their teachers, and finding a better job or participating in a job training 
program (Buttaro, 2001).  All in all, they were able to improve their communication skills, 
which allowed them to communicate with native speakers and improve their employability 
(Buttaro, 2001).   
 However, some of the research presented contradicting results.  Menard-Warwick 
(2008) pointed to shortcomings of ESL curricula and classroom activities that resulted in 
positioning adult English learners as low-skilled workers and categorizing them in social 
categories.  Consequently, adult ESL education can be perceived by adult English-language 
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learners as disempowering and reproducing social tendencies that constrain learning 
opportunities of adult learners (Menard-Warwick, 2008; Warriner, 2010).   Finally, as 
indicated by Warriner (2010), participants’ beliefs about improved employability were not 





As the second theme discusses major and subtle life changes that took place in 
participants’ lives, the results of this study add to the literature on adult English learners’ 
experiences and life transitions.  This particular theme aligns with the concept of transition 
that relates to major and more subtle life changes (Schlossberg, 1981).  The ability to find a 
job or find a better job was one of the major life changes experienced by adult English 
learners who participated in this study.  Improvement in their speaking skills, which was 
possibly due to attending noncredit ESL courses at MWCC, was perceived directly as a 
reason the participants’ could make these life changes.  
In addition to major life changes in the form of being able to find a job or a new job, 
the participants experienced subtle life changes that resulted in their change of identity as they 
became more confident in their ability to find a job in the future and developed awareness of 
new life opportunities and possibilities.  Becoming aware of various educational and 
occupational options and acquiring new knowledge contributed to positive changes in adult 
English learners’ lives.  From individuals who had no plans or hopes for the future, they 
became secure persons who started to believe in themselves and their own abilities.  Finally, 
multiple participants started to believe in achieving their goals, regardless of their age.   
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“It’s Just Good Atmosphere”:  Response to Adult  
English Learners’ Needs 
 
 
 The third emergent theme of this study reflects adult English learners’ perceptions of 
how their needs were being met in a noncredit ESL program at MWCC.  This particular 
theme adds to the literature on adult English learners’ experiences.  This particular theme 
closely aligns with the concept of humanistic education and discusses barriers to participation 
of adult English-language learners.  The concept of humanistic education was not previously 
addressed in the literature of adult English-language learners explicitly.  The presented 
barriers to participation of adult English-language learners add to the scarce literature on this 
topic.    
Buttaro (2001), who investigated how linguistic, educational, and cultural needs of 
eight adult ESL Hispanic women were met in adult ESL classes, found that encouragement, 
enthusiasm, and involvement from the ESL teachers were viewed as very important for 
participants when studying ESL.  All of the women stressed the importance of having an 
instructor “who would push them forward regarding language acquisition” (Buttaro, 2001, p.  
49).    
Similar to Buttaro’s (2001) study, the findings of this research confirm the importance 
of encouraging teachers in adult English learners’ lives.  This particular finding of this 
research study points to the role that ESL instructors and educators play in adult English-
language learners’ learning process.  When describing experiences with ESL teachers, the 
participants stressed the importance of having friendly and open-minded teachers who 
acknowledged and accepted learners’ ideas and positions.  Moreover, they underscored the 
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significance of having teachers who were encouraging and caring and who understood 
challenges faced by adult learners.  Finally, the participants of the study identified a 
resourceful teacher and a teacher who corrected students’ pronunciation as synonymous with 




As indicated above, this particular finding aligns closely with the concept of 
humanistic education, and it points to barriers to participation of adult English-language 
learners.  As posited by Elias and Merriam (2005), the goal of humanistic education is one’s 
development and becoming open to changes, continuous learning, self-actualization, and the 
ability to live with others as a fully functioning individual.  Humanistic education is student-
centered as the individual learner is at the center of an educational endeavor (Elias & 
Merriam, 2005) and puts the teacher in the position of being a facilitator, helper, and partner 
who promotes the learning process (Elias & Merriam, 2005).   
The humanistic approach is characteristic of ESL teachers at MWCC, as they are 
characterized by multiple features associated with a humanistic educator.  The first feature 
named by the participants was being friendly and open-minded.  As indicated by the 
participants, they could freely express their ideas without fearing criticism from teachers and 
were encouraged to ask questions.  Learning in such an atmosphere allowed these learners to 
feel good about themselves and encouraged them to be active participants of the learning 
process.    
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In addition to friendly and open-minded teachers, numerous participants pointed to the 
importance of having teachers who were supportive as they encouraged and cared about their 
students.  Having such teachers motivated adult English-language learners not to drop out of 
ESL classes because of the multiple challenges they experienced.   
When discussing the desired features of ESL teachers, many participants named being 
resourceful as a feature that contributed to students’ success.  This subtheme also aligns with 
the principles of humanistic education in regard to curriculum.  Because the major goal of 
humanistic education is the development of self-actualizing individuals, the curricular content 
should assist learners to grow and develop according to their interests and needs (Elias & 
Merriam, 2005).  Consequently, a curriculum that responds to learners’ needs and interests 
should replace a prescribed curriculum (Elias & Merriam, 2005).   
As indicated by many participants of the study, their instructors followed the 
principles of humanistic education as they provided students with additional materials that 
allowed them to master language concepts with which they struggled.  Moreover, providing 
learners with resources that students could use outside the classroom characterized the 
humanistic approach toward learning.  As posited by Elias and Merriam (2005), learning is 
defined as “a highly personal endeavor” (p.  128) as one “learns” (p.  128) what is perceived 
by one as imperative, significant, and essential.    
Furthermore, learners are different, and their self-concepts differ and are selective 
(Elias & Merriam, 2005).  Because of these reasons, learners learn most efficiently when 
discovering and exploring new learning concepts.  Knowledge presented to learners in 
traditional instructional form may not be perceived by learners as meaningful (Elias & 
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Merriam, 2005).  As stated by the study’s participants, learning in the form of playing games 
is perceived as very helpful and engaging, as they have an opportunity to practice various 
language concepts that otherwise might seem boring or difficult.   
The last desired feature of an ESL teacher presented by the participants was correcting 
learners’ mistakes.  According to Elias and Merriam, (2005), a facilitator who uses principles 
of humanistic education views himself/herself as a flexible source of knowledge that is used 
by learners.  Unfortunately, as indicated by many students, the ESL teachers at MWCC 
frequently did not correct learners’ mistakes.   
Finally, as the adult English learners reflected on learning experiences in the 
classroom, they talked about the significance of working in groups.  Collaborative inquiry in 
form of group work, group discussions, and team teaching are other methods characteristic of 
humanistic philosophy of education (Elias & Merriam, 2005).  Growth and self-development 
do not take place in isolation; therefore, supportive and cooperative learning environments 
should foster growth that leads to self-actualizations (Elias & Merriam, 2005).  Consequently, 
humanistic educators should address affective, emotional, and intellectual dimensions of a 
learner as they foster the development of interpersonal relationships in a cooperative group 
learning experience (Elias & Merriam, 2005).  As posited by Elias and Merriam (2005), one 
of the best forms to stimulate growth and cooperation among learners is learning in groups as 
they engage in discussions and do group projects.   
As the results of this study indicate, the majority of the participants pointed to the 
importance of working in groups as they learned from each other and with one another and 
helped each other.  At the same time, some students pointed to the negative sides of working 
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in groups, as students who spoke the same native language used that particular language 
instead of English.  Consequently, students who did not speak the language of the majority of 
the learners felt uncomfortable and left out.   
All in all, as indicated by the participants of the study, applying principles of 
humanistic education in an ESL classroom had positive effects on adult English-language 
learners, as they not only appreciated humanistic educators, but, above all, viewed learning 
structured around humanistic principles as engaging and effective.   
 
Barriers to Participation 
 
 Cross (1981) investigated barriers adult learners face when attending college, and 
obstacles that prevent adult learners from participation have been identified as situational, 
institutional, and dispositional (Cross, 1981; MacKeracher et al., 2006; Spanard, 1990). 
Zacharakis et al. (2011), Hubenthal (2004), and Magro (2008) investigated adult learners’ 
experiences when learning English.  Zacharakis et al., (2011) investigated adult learners’ 
experiences at adult education centers.  Five focus groups consisted of adult basic education 
students, and one featured Spanish-speaking ESL students.  The results of the study indicated 
that both types of focus groups experienced personal barriers to education, naming low self-
esteem, lack of family support and discipline, fear, anxiety, language difficulties, age, health 
issues, and balancing the demands of life.  Moreover, they discussed their challenges 
associated with the program.   
 Hubenthal (2004), who conducted research with elderly Russian immigrants, 
investigated how a small group of older immigrants perceived their ability to learn English, 
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how they structured the task of learning, and what factors affected their progress.  Lack of 
available and conveniently located classes was named as the major barrier to learners’ 
participation and English-language acquisition.   
 Finally, Magro (2008) investigated major challenges, experiences, and literacy needs 
of adult English learners characterized by war-affected backgrounds.  Adult refugees reported 
on barriers that prevent them from reaching their personal and academic goals.  They talked 
about problems with developing English proficiency; loss of close family members; problems 
with reuniting of their families; poverty; financial problems; difficulties in balancing parental, 
work, and educational responsibilities; time problems with finishing studies; and anxiety 
about the future.  Teachers also identified barriers that prevented adult learners from 
achieving academic success as they talked about psychological, situational, and institutional 
obstacles. 
The findings of this study add to the literature on barriers adult English learners 
experience to participation, as the study participants talked about situational, institutional, and 
dispositional barriers.  First, the participants talked about the situational barriers such as 
parenting and work.  They discussed institutional barriers, naming insufficient student support 
services as students attending evening classes expressed their need for language workshops 
offered in the evening or on weekends.  As indicated in the findings section, the workshops 
are offered only during the day, a time when many adult English learners work.  Moreover, 
many students pointed to insufficient instruction time and lack of specific skills classes as 
reasons for their belief that they did not progress at the rate they wished they would.  
Furthermore, the participants suggested that they lacked information on a student performance 
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level assessment test and indicated its inaccuracy in determining levels placements.  Finally, 
the study’s participants talked about dispositional barriers, such as a lack in believing in own 
learning capabilities and abilities.  Nonetheless, when discussing the numerous barriers adult 
English-language learners face, the participants underscored the helpfulness of various staff 
members who assisted them with planning their educational and professional careers, which 
corresponds to the principles of humanistic education.  As posited by Elias and Merriam 






 As the results of this study indicated, adult English-language learners’ experiences in 
the noncredit ESL program at MWCC played a significant role in their identity construction 
and life transitions as they contributed to positive changes in the participants’ self-perceptions 
and lives.  As a result, multiple implications can be drawn from this study.  First of all, the 
results of this study provide insights into participants’ perspectives on the processes of 
identity construction of adult English-language learners by using identity theory 
(microsociological theory) (Burke & Stets, 2009) as a conceptual framework, a theme that 
was not previously discussed in the literature on adult English-language learners.  The 
perceptions of adult English-language learners on identity construction processes explain the 
meanings of their multiple identities; how these identities relate to one another and influence 
their behavior, thoughts, feelings, and emotions; and how their identities are connected to the 
society they live in (Burke & Stets, 2009).  As a consequence, the findings point to the 
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significance of educational practices in the ESL classroom and program as factors that 
profoundly influence adult English-language learners’ identity construction.  Furthermore, as 
the participants of the study reported, the life transitions experienced by them demonstrate 
that experiences in a noncredit ESL program positively influenced them as they became 
capable of making life changes in the form of finding a job or finding a better job and 
becoming aware of new possibilities and opportunities in their lives.   
 As indicated by numerous participants, developing English skills (especially speaking) 
allowed them to develop self-confidence and step out of the shadows of the society.  As stated 
by many of the participants, before attending ESL classes and developing their speaking 
skills, they felt excluded from American society and perceived themselves as a lesser category 
of individuals.  After learning English, they started to view themselves as equal members of 
the society.  This particular implication is of significance to policy makers as they should 
acknowledge existence of immigrants who live in the shadows of American society.  They 
should ask themselves what they could do to help these individuals become part of American 
society so they could become fully functioning individuals and live satisfying lives.    
Moreover, as indicated by the participants, teaching adult English-language learners 
according to humanistic education principles is of significance.  Therefore, both educators and 
administrators in noncredit ESL programs at community colleges should be mindful of 
humanistic education principles, applying them both in and outside the classroom.  As 
indicated by the participants, ESL educators must understand the crucial role they play in 
adult English-language learners’ learning process.  ESL educators who follow humanistic 
education principles for teaching and learning could help adult English-language learners 
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overcome situational and dispositional barriers and encouraging and supporting students in 
their educational endeavors.  As the majority of the study participants indicated, without a 
teacher who is encouraging, caring, and understanding, many students might drop out of 
classes.  As a result of this finding, teacher training and professional development, in addition 
to teaching methods and activities, should include theoretical foundations in humanistic 
education principles as well as barriers to participation for this particular population.  In 
addition, administrators should include humanistic education principles when designing 
noncredit ESL programs, which might help break the barriers to participation of this particular 
population.  
Furthermore, as this study adds to literature on barriers adult English learners 
experience, program administrators should be aware of these barriers and make every effort to 
help students overcome them.  When discussing institutional barriers, adult English-language 
learners named insufficient student support services as students attending evening classes 
expressed their need for language workshops offered in the evening.  Many students pointed 
to insufficient instruction time and intensity as well as a lack of specific skills classes as 
reasons they believed they were not progressing at the rate they wish they would.  A more 
detailed and accurate needs analysis of their preferences in frequency of the offered classes 
could help the program to be even more effective.  Offering longer and more frequent classes 
would be more beneficial to adult English-language learners, as it would maximize their 
exposure to the English language.  In this way, they would have more opportunities to 
practice English skills, which would result in a faster and better mastery of the English 
language.  Moreover, designing ESL classes that emphasize mastering particular language 
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skills (speaking, writing, reading, and grammar) would give adult English learners 
opportunities to improve particular skills in which they have individual deficiencies.   
As the participants talked about the student performance level assessment test, they 
pointed to the need to reexamine it as well as provide them with more information about it.  
Although the test reexamination could prevent inaccurate level placements due to various 
language skills, providing more information to adult English-language learners about it would 
not only make them more aware of its purpose and meaning but, above all, could contribute to 
improvement in achievement rates.   
All in all, being sensitive to adult English-language learners’ needs and interests might 
break multiple barriers to participation.  The design of curriculum that reflects adult English-
language learners’ interests and needs should be based on a needs analysis of learners to 
ensure their active engagement in the learning process so they can achieve their full potential 
as learners.  Consequently, responding to adult English-language learners’ needs and interests 






This study investigated perceptions of 24 adult English-language learners’ life 
transitions and identity construction resulting from their experience in a noncredit ESL 
program offered at a community college.  As indicated in the introductory chapter of this 
dissertation, there is a gap in literature regarding life transitions and identity construction of 
adult English-language learners attending noncredit ESL courses at a community colleges.  
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Consequently, the findings of this study added to the literature on adult English-language 
learners as they discussed the role of their experiences in identity construction and life 
transitions.  Furthermore, as presented in the implication section of this chapter, none of the 
previous studies discuss identity construction processes using identity theory 
(microsociological) as a conceptual framework.  Numerous studies are grounded in the 
conceptual framework of investment theory (Norton Peirce, 1995); nonetheless, this particular 
theory, which takes into consideration adult English learners’ identity and social context, 
places greater emphasis on investment.  Finally, there are no other studies that investigate 
how adult English-language learners’ needs are being met that use humanistic education 
principles.  As the findings of this study show, applying humanistic education principles helps 
students break multiple barriers to participation.   
To summarize the findings and their implications, this study combines three areas of 
investigation that refer to changes in self-perceptions, life changes, and how learners’ needs 
are being met in a noncredit ESL program at a community college and the college itself.  
Consequently, as a result of the study findings, their implications, and the connection of the 
findings to the literature on adult English-language learners, I propose six recommendations 
for future research.   
First, a longitudinal study investigating identity construction processes and life 
changes of adult English-language learners should be conducted.  A longitudinal study that 
investigates adult English-language learners’ life transitions and identity construction would 
provide more information about actual changes that take place in participants’ lives after they 
graduate from ESL classes or decide they have reached their goal of attending ESL classes.  
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As presented in the findings section, all the participants hoped to find a job or find a better 
one in the near future.  These hopes were true for the participants who had already found a job 
and participants who had not found a job yet.  The participants who had found a job viewed 
their present jobs as temporary and, therefore, hoped to find a better one in the future.  
Furthermore, the participants who had not found a job yet expressed their confidence in 
finding one and making life changes as they became aware of new opportunities and 
possibilities in the future.  In addition to providing more information about actual life changes 
in participants’ lives, a longitudinal study would provide more details about the identity 
construction processes over a longer period of time that is characteristic of this particular 
population.  In this study, the participants talked about positive changes in their identity as 
individuals, parents, and community members.  A longitudinal study could examine how the 
participants view themselves later on in their lives as they graduate from ESL courses.   
In addition to a longitudinal study that investigates life transitions and identity 
construction of adult English-language learners, I recommend a study that concentrates on 
educational transitions of this particular population, as the majority of the participants talked 
about their educational goals.  Conducting such a study might provide actual information on 
the role noncredit ESL courses play in adult English-language learners’ lives.   
Third, I recommend conducting more studies with a greater number of participants and 
different populations at various community colleges.  As indicated above, this study 
investigated perceptions of 24 adult English-language learners attending a noncredit ESL 
program at MWCC.  Conducting research with a greater number of participants at various 
colleges would contribute to a greater body of research on the population of adult English-
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language learners, which might lead ultimately to real-life application of the findings obtained 
in this particular study, as well as the studies conducted in future.   
Fourth, I propose studies with participants who have dropped out of ESL classes.  This 
study investigated perceptions of adult English-language learners currently attending ESL 
noncredit classes at a community college, which provided limited findings confined to current 
ESL students.  Consequently, the results of such a study would provide useful information 
about this particular population that could be used by program administrators and educators 
for potential areas for improvement.   
Fifth, more research is needed to investigate learners’ exploration of the various 
barriers adult English-language learners face (situational, dispositional, and institutional).  As 
conveyed in the study findings, adult English-language learners face multiple barriers to 
participation.  Being aware of the specific barriers this particular population of learners brings 
into the learning process could lead to providing the necessary resources to combat them, 
eliminating dispositional and situational barriers as well as providing solutions to institutional 
barriers. 
Finally, more studies based on teachers’ perspectives on and their approaches to 
teaching ESL need to be conducted.  As the study findings indicated, an ESL instructor 
teaching according to humanistic principles positively influences adult English-language 
learners’ learning.  Nonetheless, as presented in the findings, certain aspects of humanistic 
principles in teaching adult English-language learners are not followed by the ESL instructors.  
Conducting research with instructors would allow them to reflect on their own teaching 
practices, which might result ultimately in a better response to various needs presented by 
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adult English-language learners.  Consequently, research on ESL teacher training and 
professional development would identify gaps that should be filled in order to better meet the 




Using qualitative research is a form of basic interpretive qualitative methodology that 
allowed me to discover the meaning adult English-language learners assign to the role of a 
noncredit ESL program at a community college in their identity construction and life 
transitions.  As indicated by the participants of this study, a noncredit ESL program at a 
community college played a significant role in these adult English-language learners’ identity 
construction and life transitions.  These adult English-language learners developed confidence 
in speaking English, which lead to changes in their self-perceptions that, in turn, contributed 
to positive changes in their lives.   
When reflecting on learning experiences at MWCC, the participants addressed various 
aspects of their ESL education.  The majority of these aspects were viewed by the participants 
as contributing positively to their development as ESL speakers.  Nonetheless, in addition to 
pointing to the positive aspects of adult English-language learners’ experiences, participants 
indicated areas for improvement, such as offering longer and more frequent ESL classes and 
specific skills classes, scheduling workshops in the evening, and providing more information 
about/making changes to student performance level assessment test.  In addition, they stressed 
the importance of having teachers who follow humanistic education principles, as they are 
perceived as one of the most significant factors for attending or dropping an ESL class.  
217 
 
All in all, the results of this research are of importance to the field of adult ESL 
education, as they provide significant insights into adult English-language learners’ 
perspectives on identity construction processes, their life changes, and factors that either 
promote or hinder them.  Consequently, the knowledge gained from this research could allow 
program planners, administrators, and educators to answer questions about the nature of 
English-language learning of this particular group of learners and develop greater competence 
in attending and responding to educational needs and interests of this particular population.  
Furthermore, the results obtained in this study might help program administrators design 
and/or re-design programs that are tailored to the particular needs of adult English-language 
learners.  They could provide ideas for teacher training and professional development that 
reflect teaching and learning approaches that resonate with this particular population of 
learners.  Finally, I hope that the findings from this study will cause educators to reflect on 
their own educational practices and rethink them.   
Indeed, these findings made me reflect on my own teaching practices, and for this 
reason, I am extremely grateful to the participants of this study.  Stepping out of our comfort 
zones might be something all educators could try as they rethink content, methods, and class 
activities when teaching ESL to adult English-language learners.  In this way, educators can 
apply a variety of methods of language instruction that are collaborative as well as 
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Consent Form to Participate in Research Study 
I agree to participate in the research project titled Adult English Learners’ Life Transitions 
and Identity Construction being conducted by Renata Gutowska, a doctoral student at 
Northern Illinois University.  I have been informed that the purpose of the study is to explore 
perceptions of adult English learners of their life changes and how they view themselves 
while/after attending noncredit ESL programs offered at a community college to understand 
of how adult English-language learners perceive the role of ESL programs in their lives.   
 
I have been informed that the basic qualitative research method will be used as the most 
appropriate method for this investigation as the main purpose of this method is “to understand 
how people make sense of their lives and experiences” (Merriam, 2009, p.  23).     
 
I understand that if I agree to participate in this study, I will be asked to meet face-to-face 
with Renata Gutowska for an interview and I agree to allow Renata Gutowska to audio tape 
the interview.   The interview is expected to last from 45 minutes to two hours.  I also agree to 
share with Renata Gutowska  earlier completed assignments such as written paragraphs and 
essays as well as my short notes, notes taken during classes, notes passed in class, class 
syllabus, and homework assignments.  The interview will take place at a time and location 
that is convenient to me.   I also understand that I might be contacted by Renata Gutowska 
within next 6 months for follow-up questions if they arise.   
 
I understand that the intended benefits of this study include reflecting on my personal 
experiences and gaining educational and personal insights from attending ESL courses at a 
community college.   
Furthermore, the findings of the study will contribute to literature on adult English-language 
learners’ life changes and how they view themselves while/after attending noncredit ESL 
courses at a community college.   
 
I have been informed that there are no foreseeable risks and/or discomforts I could experience 
during this study other than the risk of breach of confidentiality.  I understand that all 
information gathered during this study will be kept confidential by Renata Gutowska.   My 
identity will be known only to Renata Gutowska.  My name will be replaced with a 
pseudonym on all interview transcripts, collected documents, data analysis, the final written 
dissertation, and any following presentations or publications.   All collected data including 
audio taped interviews, transcribed interviews, personal collected documents, and data 
analysis will be kept in a locked cabinet at Renata Gutowska’s home.  The list linking 
participant names to pseudonyms and the consent forms will be stored separately from the rest 
of the data in another locked cabinet at Renata Gutowska’s  home.   All items will be 
destroyed three years after completion of the project.      
 
I am aware that my participation is voluntary and may be withdrawn at any time without 
penalty or prejudice, and that if I have any additional questions concerning this study, I may 
contact Renata Gutowska at 630-788-8820 or by e-mail rgutowska@niu.edu or Renata 
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Gutowska’s dissertation chair, Dr.  Lisa Baumgartner, at 815-753-8168 or 
lbaumgartner@niu.edu.  I understand that if I wish further information regarding my rights as 
a research subject, I may contact the Office of Research Compliance at Northern Illinois 
University at (815) 753-8588 and/or the Director of Institutional Review Board at Midwestern 
Community College (pseudonym to protect identity)  at (XXX) XXX-XXXX (to protect 
identity) 
 
I realize that Northern Illinois University policy does not provide for compensation nor does 
the University carry insurance to cover injury or illness incurred as a result of participation in 
University sponsored research projects.   I understand that my consent to participate in this 
project does not constitute a waiver of any legal rights or redress I might have as a result of 
my participation.   
I have read the above information and I have had all my questions answered.  I acknowledge 
that I have received a copy of this consent form.  I also acknowledge that Renata Gutowska 
has my permission to use data obtained from me in her research.  By signing this form, I 
acknowledge that I am 18 years old of age or older and I consent to participate in this study.   
 
 




I give my consent for my interview to be audio recorded. 
 


























Elizabeth Mexico 43 F High School Teacher Aide 18 2 
Maria Mexico 50 F GED Unemployed 20 2 
Juan Columbia 47 M Master’s  Unemployed 7 6 
Emilia Poland 39 F High School Admin.  Assistant 10 4 
Izabela Poland 36 F Master’s Caretaker 12 3 
Allison Mexico 22 F High School Waitress 9 3 
Teresa Brazil 27 F Bachelor’s Student 1 1 
Georgia Mexico 30 F GED/Dental 
Office Aid Cert. 
Sales Clerk 8 4 
Natalia Mexico 41 F GED Hairdresser 24 4 
Lino Mexico 45 M High School  Unemployed 18 4 
Gina Mexico 26 F High School Food Server 12 .5 
David Mexico 38 M GED – in 
progress 
Unemployed 10 3 
Liliana Mexico 52 F Elementary 
School 
Machine Operator 22 3 
Adriana Mexico 27 F Master’s Nutritionist 1 1 
Anna Poland 24 F Associate’s Unemployed 5 2 
Irene Poland 43 F Associate’s Tailor 3 2.5 
Sofia Russia 25 F Master’s Student 1 1 
Nicole Mexico 48 F Master’s Unemployed 23 1 
Olivia Mexico 33 F Associate’s Waitress/Accountant 10 3 
Grace Mexico 35 F High School Food Server 12 7 
Javier Mexico 27 M Bachelor’s Merchandiser 5 .5 
Loren Palestine 35 F Bachelor’s Stay-at-home mom 10 6 
Marlene Poland 44 `F Bachelor’s Stay-at-home mom 16 4 
























1. Tell me about your English or another foreign language learning experience in your 
home country.   
2. What English or another foreign language learning resources did you use in your home 
country? 
3. Tell me about your ESL experiences in the United States upon the arrival to the United 
States. 
4. What were the reasons for starting to study/deepen your knowledge in English as a 
second language (ESL) upon the arrival to the United States? 
5. Why did you decide to study ESL at MWCC? 
6. What learning resources do/did you use at MWCC to study English? How do you use 
them? 
7. What is/was your favorite thing about being a student of English as a second language 
at MWCC? What are the challenges? 
8. How would you describe yourself as a learner? 
9. How do you learn English? 
a) What are your preferred ways of learning? 
b) What learning strategies do you use as you study English? 
c) What is your learning style? 
10. Could you please describe learning activities during your ESL classes at MWCC? 
a) How does the teacher present new material? 
b) How do the students practice new material? 
11. What is your favorite learning activity? Why? 
12. What is your least favorite learning activity? Why? 
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13. Could you please describe a particular ESL learning activity that took place during 
your ESL class at MWCC? 
14. Could you please describe a memory from your ESL schooling at MWCC that stands 
out? 
15. Could you please describe classroom interactions that take/took place in an ESL 
classroom? 
a) How would you describe teacher/students interactions? 
b) How would you describe student/student interactions? 
c) How would you describe your interactions with your teacher/teachers? 
d) How would you describe your relationship with other students? 
16. How would you describe an ideal teacher? What qualities does he/she possess? 
17. How would you describe an ideal ESL class/program? What qualities does it have?  
18. How would you describe the ESL program at MWCC?  
a) What qualities does it have? 
b) What is your favorite thing about it?  
c) What is your least favorite? 
d) Is there something you would like to change in an ESL at MWCC? If so, what? If 
no, why? 
19. How do you feel the program meets your needs, interests, and your educational goals? 
20. Have you ever used any services and resources provided by MWCC? If so, what? If 
no, why?  
21. How would you prepare someone about to start this program? What would you tell 
them about it? 
22. What did you learn while attending ESL classes at MWCC? 
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23. How did you feel about yourself before attending ESL courses at MWCC? 
24. How did you feel about yourself after attending ESL courses at MWCC? 
25. Did you reach your goals? If so, what? If not, why not? 
26. Did attending MWCC change your goals? If so, how? If not, why not? 
27. Did your life change after attending ESL courses at MWCC? If so, how? If not, why 
not? 
28. Do you feel you achieved something while attending ESL courses? If so, what? If not, 
why not? 
29. What are your hopes/aspirations for the future? 
a) What are your hopes/aspirations related to ESL? 
b) What are your hopes/aspirations related to education? 
c) What are your hopes/aspirations plans related to your life? 
30. Are your hopes/aspirations different from the hopes/aspirations you had in the past? If 
so, in what ways? If not, why not? 
 
